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ABSTRACT
The first chapter represents an attempt to put 
shoplifting into a historical perspective. The offence 
is related to the changing social, economic and legal 
structure of English society. The second chapter describes 
and accounts for the trends in criminological research with 
regard to shoplifting from the turn of the century until 
the present day. Also, the aims of the present survey 
are outlined and an examination of the research data is 
made. Following this, the main factors contributing to 
store shrinkage are described, and an account of amateur 
and professional shoplifting techniques is related.
Chapters 4 and 5 contain a detailed analysis of 
the survey's statistical material on shoplifting. Social 
characteristics of shoplifters such as age, sex, and 
occupation are elicited from the data. Characteristics 
of the thefts such as when they took place, their value, 
etc., are also recorded. Where the survey material is 
lacking or insufficient, a critical examination of previous 
research in the relevant area is made.
General store security is examined. A des­
cription is given of both mechanical methods used to catch 
or deter shoplifters, and those involving store detectives. 
Role conflict among store detectives is examined. The
following chapter's theme is the false picture of shop­
lifting created by the official statistics. Systematic 
bias occurs at a number of levels before certain cases are 
officially recorded. Pressure is occasionally exerted on 
suspects to plead guilty; guilty pleas may hide minor 
violations of the law by enforcement agents.
Finally, the conclusion is reached that, with 
regard to shoplifting, positivistic theory relating 
economic status and crime is still relevant, though some­
what unfashionable, today. But also, as an offence, shop­
lifting is found to have certain negative qualities and these 
are considered in the light of Sutherland's theory of 
differential association. Some likely future trends in 
shoplifting are outlined.
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CHAPTER I 
Four hundred years of Shoplifting
1. Introduction
Recent studies of shoplifting have usually
emphasised its prevalence in today's society, often briefly
relating the offence to certain historical facts or theories
such as the growth of department stores, social consequences
of the advertising age, etc. But C.R. Jeffery^ has cogently
argued that "More attention needs to be paid to the meaning 
2
of the crime in terms of criminal law, social structure 
and social change." This chapter represents an attempt to 
place shoplifting in a fuller social, legal and historical 
perspective. Legal aspects of the offence are traced and 
related to their social context. It will be seen that 
shoplifters had been a severe problem even before modern 
selling methods increased their numbers so greatly. This 
is because the stores that professional shoplifters frequented 
until the present century - largely those selling cloth, 
silks and lace - relied on a very slow trade and a consequently 
high profit margin on each article. Thus each individual 
shoplifter was a much greater threat than a single shop­
lifter today. In fact, shopkeepers grew so perturbed about
1 C.R. Jeffery The Historical Development of Criminology 
See Mannheim H.(Ed.)Pioneers in Criminology (1960) London,
l.S.T.D. Stevens Chap.19 P.394-
2 any crime
their losses that they caused a special Shoplifting Act 
encouraging the prosecution of offenders to be passed in 
1699. Between then and 1827, shoplifting was classified 
separately from other theft under statute law.
Certain questions will be raised which have direct 
relevance to shoplifting theory today. For example, the 
apparent dearth of amateur shoplifters until the later nine­
teenth century will be discussed and related to the development 
of psychiatry and the growth of the department store. More 
frivolously, it will be seen how the sex ratio of shoplifters 
altered with the decline of the cloak among men.'
Until the second half of the seventeenth century,
the generally known term for shoplifting was the word "lift"
as a noun or verb. In the 1560's Harman^ felt it necessary
to explain what lifting meant, but in a few years it appears
that the word lift was in common usage, and remained so
2
until the Restoration when, according to Partridge it 
degenerated back into slang. In 1665, Richard Head^ was 
defining the term "shop-lift .... One that steals out of 
shops." The first reference found for the word "shoplifter"
1 Judges A.V. (Ed.) T^e Elizabethan Underworld (1930) London, 
Routledge, p.170. (That attributed to R. Greene was by 
Harman c. 1567. See Viles E. & Fumivall F. (Eds.) The 
Fraternitye of Vacabondes (1907) London, Milford, Oxford 
Univ. Press. Preface p. XIV)
2 Partridge E.H. A Dictionary of the Underworld (1949) London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, p.406
3 See Partridge p.621
comes in "Lives of the Most Remarkable Criminals"^ published 
in 1735. This seems to be a transition period for 
terminology as the anonymous author refers both to shoplifts 
and shoplifters.
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On turning to thieves' cant or slang, Awdeley 
(apparently) referred to "Tilers or Cloyers, equivalent to 
shoplifters" while nearly one hundred years later an anony­
mous author called shoplifters and other common thieves
"Filers or Cloyers". Plagiarism was rife at this time and
3
quite possibly the writer had abstracted Awdeley*s terms 
and in doing so had miscopied. In 1719, Alexander Smith 
refers to certain female criminals as "Blosses. A 
bloss is a thief or shoplifter, a "bully's" mistress or wife 
who supports him, or a prostitute. Later on, Henry Fielding^ 
gives innacurate cant terms for shoplifters, one being 
"buttock-and-file" which really described a prostitute- 
pickpocket, and the other "sneaking-budge", which denoted
1 Hayward A.L. (Ed.) Lives of the Most Remarkable Criminals 
(1927) London, Routledge. (First pub. anon. 1735) See 
pp. 375 & 377.
2 Viles & Fumivall Preface P. XXI. (The Fraternitye of 
Vacabondes was written by John Awdelay and first pub. 
c. 1560)
3 Anon. The Catterplllers of the Nation Anatomized (1659) 
London, p.2.
4 Hayward A.L. (Ed.) A Complete History ....  (1926) London,
Routledge. p. 202. (From Smith A. A Complete History ....
5th Ed. 1719).
5 Fielding H. Jonathan Wild (1st Ed. 1743) (1899) Westminster, 
Constable, pp. 26 and 33.
any sneak thief, especially one who stole alone. The word 
lift or lifter is still part of common slang, although at 
the moment another frequently used term in Britain is 
"hoister", Mary Owen Cameron^ having defined the present 
American slang for shoplifter.
Jerome Hall has said that "___  the 18th century
was .... the period when practically the entire m o d e m  law
2
of theft was made." Before then the law relating to theft
had accumulated in a haphazard series of complicated and
often misleading acts, while penalties had become obscured
by "Benefit of the Clergy". It would seem that the first
statute actually dealing with shoplifting as such is the
3
Shoplifting Act of 1699. Until then, the offence would 
have been included in general statutes concerning larceny.
But a number of statutes had been enacted consequent to real 
or apparent increases in particular forms of theft, in which 
it is by no means always clear as to whether shoplifting 
is included. In 1565 was passed "An Act to take away the 
benefit of clergy from certain offenders for felony",^ in
1 Cameron M.O. The Booster and the Snitch (1964) Free Press 
of Glencoe. London, Collier-Macmillan. p.43.
2 Hall J. Theft, Law and Society (1952) Indianapolis, 
Bobbs-Merfill. Introduction, p. Vll.
3 The Statutes at Large Vol.10 pp.288-90. 10 & 11 Will
3 C.23. (Volume and Page Refs, to Statutes will in future 
always be taken from The Statutes at Large.)
4 Vol. 6 8 Eliz. 1 C.4. (p. 235.)
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which the compilers refer mostly to pickpockets and cut-
purses, though briefly mentioning "other felonious sleights
and devices" so that one is left wondering whether benefit
of clergy was then taken from shoplifting. Another Act of 
2
1692 seems to be concerned with Highwaymen, but, according
3
to Gerald Howson , the term Highwayman could refer to any 
thief. There are thus a number of difficulties attached 
to tracing the law relating to shoplifting through earlier 
statutes passed, especially before the eighteenth century.
The punishment accorded to larceny four hundred 
years ago was substantially the same as in the middle ages. 
Although a felony, the offence was not necessarily capital; 
it was divided into grand and petty (petit) larceny, the 
latter involving an upper limit of twelve pence value. The 
first extant reference to this distinction may be included
4
in an Act of 1275 , concerning bail:-
".... But such as be indicted of Larceny, 
by Enquests taken before Sheriffs or Bailiffs 
by their Office, or of light Suspicion, or 
for Petty Larceny that amounteth not above the 
Value of Xii d  "
1 Vol. 6 8 Eliz. 1 C. 4. p. 235.
2 Vol. 9 pp. 192-5 4 & 5 Will C.8.
3 Howson G. Thief-Taker General (1970) London Hutchinson p.37
4 Vol. 1 3 Edw 1 C. 15 p. 85.
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However, according to Kenny's Outlines of Criminal Law, grand 
larceny probably became a capital offence even earlier in 
the thirteenth century, "by the legislation of the stern 
'Lion of Justice', Henry 1 ___
Many shoplifters convicted of grand larceny could 
hope to escape hanging by pleading the paradoxical "Benefit 
of Clergy." This privilege was first introduced to save 
members of the clergy from execution, but over the centuries 
its scope extended so much that the name given the privilege 
was anomalous. The first extension entitled to the benefit 
all persons eligible for ordination, and then in Henry Ill's 
time all males who could read were included. As the test
2
was conducted in court using the same verse from Psalm 51, 
this came to mean that any man who could learn a few words 
by heart escaped hanging. In 1487, an Act was passed per­
mitting laymen the benefit only once; Henry Vlll removed 
it from malice aforethought murder; William 111 extended it 
to women whether or not they could read, and in Anne's time 
men did not have to read. However, during this time, 
though more so in the eighteenth century, successive statutes
1 Turner J.W.C. Kenny's Outlines of Criminal Law (1952) 
19th Ed. 1966, Cambridge Univ. Press. p. 318.
2 According to J.W.C. Turner p. 76, it was verse 1 and 
consisted of only three words "Miserere mei, Deus". In 
fact, the words were only the beginning of the verse, 
according to the Vulgate. The verse was unpleasantly 
known as the "neck verse". If not satisfied, the judge 
could apparently test prisoners' literacy further.
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removed the privilege from various offences until there 
were about 160 felonies in which Benefit of Clergy could 
not be claimed, meaning that they really were capital offences 
The benefit was not finally abolished until 1827.
It would appear that Benefit of Clergy was removed 
from grand larceny, or at least some offences within the term, 
probably including shoplifting, as early as 1565. Larceny 
had apparently been increasing, especially among pickpockets, 
and the Act was a measure taken to check theft
"Where a certain kind of evil-disposed 
persons, commonly called Cutpurses or pick- 
purses, but indeed by thg laws of this land, 
very felons and thieves, do confeder together, 
making among themselves as it were a brother­
hood or fraternity of an art or mystery, to 
live idly by the secret spoil of the good and 
true subjects of this realm .... do without 
respect or regard of any time, place or 
person, or of any fear or dread of God, or 
any law or punishment, under the cloak of 
honesty by their outward apparel, countenance 
and behaviour, subtilly, privily, craftily and 
feloniously take the goods of divers good and 
honest subjects from their persons, by cutting 
and picking their purses and other felonious 
sleights and devices, to the utter yndoing 
and impoverishing of many .........
Shoplifters who were not hanged, were often whipped 
or branded. An old piece of verse, . known as "The Canting
1 Turner, J.W.C. p.318.
2 An early example of the dislike of euphemistic terms for
offenders! See Chap.2. Store security staff dislike
the term "Shoplifter."
3 Vol. 6 8 Eliz.l C. 4. p.235.
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Song will be set out in full, together with its translation 
into sixteenth century English, as providing a good example 
of thieves' cant of the time, and also an idea of some of the 
penalties exacted for minor infringements of the law. It 
must be mentioned that some exaggeration was used by the 
author - it is very unlikely that a thief would have been 
hanged for stealing a purse containing only a penny. The 
total value of the theft, purse included, must have been 
over a shilling.
Four hundred years ago, few shops as we know them,
existed, and the word shop only came to describe an area
occupying the ground floor of a house by the end of the
seventeenth century. Before then, according to Dorothy 
2
Davis, the term could stand for anywhere where selling took 
place - off a market trestle or from a pedlar's pack. From 
the late middle ages until Elizabeth I, trade was mostly 
confined to market day - one day a week in towns of above 
1,000 inhabitants, though a city of London's size would have 
had multiple markets open every weekday. In the middle 
ages, food had to be sold in the open air so the authorities
1 Dekker, Thomas. Lanthome and Candle-light (1608) London. 
The Canting Song appears at the end of Chap. 1. The pages 
are not numbered. This is the earliest reference found, 
though the song is repeated in The Catterpillers of the 
Nation Anatomized (1659) p.4.
2 Davis D. A History of Shopping (1966) London, Routledge 
& Kegan Paul. p.101. Unless otherwise stated, most of 




The Ruffin cly the Nab of the Harman beck,
If we mawn'd Pannam, lap or Ruff-peck.
Or poplars of yarum: he cuts, bing to the Ruffmans,
Or els he sweares by the light-mans.
To put our stamps in the Harmans,
The ruffian cly the ghost of the Harman beck
If we heaue a booth we cly the lerke.
If we niggle, or mill a bowsing Ken 
Or nip a boung that has but a win 
Or dup the giger of a Gentry cofe's ken.
To the quier cuffing we bing.
And then to the Quier Ken, to scowre the Cramp ring.
And then to the Trin'de on the chates, in the lightmans
The Bube and Ruffian cly the Harman beck and barmans.
In sixteenth century English
The Diuell take the Constable's head.
If we beg Bacon, Butter-milke, or bread.
Or Pottage, to the hedge he bids vs hie
Or swears (by this light) i'th'stocks we shall lie.
The Deuill haunt the Constable's ghoast
If we rob but a Booth, we are whip'd at a poast.
If an ale-house we rob, or be tane with a whore.
Or cut a purse that has inst a penny, and no more.
Or come but stealing in at a Gentleman's dore 
To the lustice straight we goe.
And then to the layle to be shakled: And so
To be bang'd on the gallowes i'th'day time: the pox
And the Deuill take the Constable and his stocks.
could see that supplies were sufficient and none was being 
hoarded. Trestle tables would therefore be set up on the 
cobbles in the local market, or at the fair. But, by the 
fourteenth century, even the smallest town would have at 
least one genuine retail shopkeeper, though, excluding the
15
largest cities, this shopkeeper, whether he called himself a 
mercer, grocer, or haberdasher, was less specialised than the 
titles would imply, and traded in whatever he could get in 
the way of popular non-or less perishable items.
The fair was a great occasion for buyers, sellers, 
and thieves, and by 1400, there were two or three dozen 
annual fairs in England, lasting days or even weeks. The 
distinction between retailers and wholesalers was in most 
cases, negligible at this time, and so private customers 
and merchants bargained in competition for the non-perishables 
they could buy more cheaply in bulk at the fairs - tallow, 
wax, salt, rushes for the floor, cloth, furs, ornaments, 
as well as barrels of wine and some foodstuffs. Selling 
at fairs took place mostly in tents or at trestle tables, 
but some of the richer merchants would hire a booth, which 
cost more toll money. The poorest class of tradesmen would 
consist of pedlars and small local craftsmen who hawked 
their wares among the crowds, though this was forbidden as
they should have paid their toll for some kind of stall.
No doubt the shoplifter's favourite theft, if he 
could avoid the tradesman's watchful eye, would have been 
of cloth or anything made of metal. Dorothy Davis says:-
"Two classes of goods .... were unmistakably
of great value and expensive to buy because their
16
production with primitive tools needed a great 
deal of skilled handwork. These were all 
goods made of cloth and all goods made of 
metal."1
Cloth was very expensive indeed, and unless one was extremely
rich, clothes would be bought second hand. The second hand
clothing market was a thriving trade in all the bigger towns,
and clothes were considered valuable enough to bequeath in
wills. Right up to the nineteenth century, the professional
shoplifter's first favourite for theft would be the
dangerously bulky bales of cloth. Jonathan Wild himself,
the famous thief-taker was, after a long and dishonourable
career, finally hanged through his dealings in cloth. (He
had accepted ten guineas from a victim of theft as a reward
for "discovering" and returning the stolen property which
was valued at £40. In fact he had received the lace from
2
confederates who had shoplifted it.)
2. The Sixteenth Century
It is in a way appropriate that the first references 
to shoplifting discovered in this research, came from the 
sixteenth century, because at that time, two major events 
almost certainly encouraged the growth of professional
1 Davis D. p.35.
2 Howson,P.262.
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shoplifting. In the first place, London's prosperity 
increased very quickly at this time, with the associated 
expansion in retailing luxury merchandise which is specially 
popular among professional shoplifters. Until the second 
half of the sixteenth century, it was a seller's market, but 
then the position changed, especially in London, so that 
sellers had to compete for customers. London's growth in 
prosperity was due to its sudden increase in population, 
more particularly in rich inhabitants. Many wealthy people 
lived in the capital, either using it as a permanent residence, 
or else just for the winter. In their wake came the fortune 
hunters, younger sons, ambitious craftsmen as well as 
refugee craftsmen from the continent. The Elizabethan age 
created a passion for ostentatious competing in the display 
of material possessions. Shopkeepers became more divided 
from the merchant class - or, in other words, wholesalers 
and retailers were beginning to be differentiated - and other, 
more specialised retailers were arising from craftsmen and 
those who could make new-fangled items such as clocks or 
guns, or who introduced a fashion for some more transient 
novelty.
The second major event encouraging shoplifting 
(among other theft) concerned the social upheavals of the 
sixteenth century in which many newly unemployed were pushed
18
into vagrancy. Dorothy Davis draws a vivid picture of 
respectable society "appalled and intimidated"^ by the 
large numbers of brutalised vagabonds roaming the country. 
Inevitably, many formed into bands ; one remembers the Act 
of 1565 referring to "very felons and thieves", who "do 
confeder together, making among themselves as it were a
brotherhood or fraternity " While it is unlikely
that these vagrants, on the watch for whatever they could get, 
found it worth while to specialise in shoplifting, they would 
make a point of attending fairs in order to "heaue a booth." 
Probably some of them found their way to London and joined 
the ranks of the more sophisticated professional shoplifters - 
the fore runners of today's gangs - already in operation due 
to the expanding economy of the capital.
Almost each group of vagrants had its leader in
the sinister Upright Man, who, according to Awdeley and
Harman, sounds very like an earlier version of Jonathan Wild
3
in his widespread thief-taking activities, and the fear he 
inspired. Awdeley (c. 1560-1) says :
"An upright man .... is of so much authority, 
that meeting with any of his profession, he may
1 Davis D. p.238.
2 The Canting Song refers to purse cutting burglary and 
begging as well as shoplifting.
3 Howson (p.42) defines thief-taking as "...blackmail, 
bribery, informing, framing, receiving and theft com­
pounded together by thieves, thief-catchers and the
"authorities" ____" It is unlikely that the Upright
Men's activities covered the entire definition.
19.
cal them to accompt, & commaund a share or 
snap unto him selfe, or al that they haue 
gained by their trade in one moneth. And 
if he doo them wrong, they haue no remedy 
agaynst hym, no though he beate them, as 
he useth commonly to do. He may also 
commaund any of their women, which they cal 
Doxies, to serue his turne. He hath ye 
chiefe place at any market walke, & other  ^
assembles, & is not of any to be controled."
Harman adds (c. 1567);
"Here you se that the vpright man is of 
great auctoritie. For all sorts of beggers 
are obedient to his hests, and surmounteth all 
other in pylfring and stealings."2
Upright Men were noted for the staves they carried, 
one assumes partly for practical purposes and partly to 
inspire awe:
"An Upright-man is a sturdy big bonde 
knave, that never walks but (like a Commander) 
with a short tronchion in his hand, which 
hee cals his Filchman."3
Oddly enough, the Upright Man's staff carrying 
was imitated by Jonathan Wild, and the connection between 
the famous thief-taker and the sixteenth century "Vpright 
men" is thereby strengthened. Gerald Howson describes Wild
1 Viles Sc Fumivall p.4.
2 ibid. p.34.
3 Dekker T. The Guls Hornbook and The Belman of London 
(first pub. 1609 & 1608 respectively) (1904) London, 
Dent, Temple Classics p.90.
20
at the height of his career
"When he went out thief-taking or to 
supervise a band of his own men robbing, he 
carried a staff, like the Upright Men of old, 
to impress his authority on 'the ignorant 
Multitude', but whereas the staff of an 
Upfi&ht Man had been made of ash or hazel his 
was a short baton of silver, doubtless 
adopted in imitation of, and rivalry to, the 
maces of the City Marshals."^
The earliest reference to shoplifting found is 
dated around 1560, and concerns the Upright Men, or as 
Awdeley describes them, the kings of the "Vacabondes":-
"Yet these vpright men stand so much 
vpon their reputation, as they wyl in no case 
haue their wemen walke with them, but separat 
them selues for a tyme, a moneth or more.
And mete at fayres, or great markets, where 
they mete to pylfer and steale from staules, 
shoppes, or bothes."^
However, only a few years later Harman wrote in 
some detail about the more sophisticated professional shop-
3
lifters - "the higher degrees and gentlemen-lifts" - who
actually stole from shops roughly as we know them. One
method with a very up to date ring about it called for three 
accomplices; the lift, the marker and the santar. The
1 Howson p.117
2 Viles <Sc Fumivall p. 32
3 See Judges p.170 (As attributed to Robert Greene.)
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first two enter a shop together, the lift being without his 
cloak to allay suspicion while handling merchandise. He 
distracts the attention of the shopkeeper in order to hand 
the chosen article to the marker. The marker gives a pre­
arranged signal to the santar who walks quickly past the shop; 
the marker calls out to him on the pretext of giving him an 
important message from a friend, and hurries out to hand him 
the merchandise.^
Some idea of devices used in the sixteenth century 
and the most popular merchandise stolen by lifters at that 
time, is given in a curious dialogue purporting to be between 
"Laurence" and "Nan", again by Harman, and entitled, "A 
disputation between a He-cony-catcher and a She-cony-catcher":
" *... . I cannot deny. Nan, but you 
have set down strange precedents of women's 
prejudicial wits, but yet, though you be 
crossbites, foists, and nips, yet you are 
not good lifts, which is a great help to our 
faculty, to filch a bolt of satin or velvet ....
But 1 was talking about the lift, commending 
what a good quality it was, and how hurtful 
it was, seeing we practise it in mercers' 
shops, with haberdashers of small wares, 
haberdahers of hats and caps, amongst mer­
chant tailors for hose and doublets, and in 
such places, getting much gains by lifting, 
when there is no good purchase abroad by 
foisting.' ...............
1 Judges p.170 (As attributed to Robert Greene.)
2 Crossbite = swindler or blackmailer 
Foist = Swindler or pickpocket
Nip == cut-purse
22
"Nan. 'Suppose you are good at the 
lift, who be more cunning than we women, in 
that we are more trusted, for they little 
suspect us, and we have as close conveyance 
as you men. Though you have cloaks, we 
have skirts of gowns, hand-baskets, the 
crowns of our hats, our placards, and for a 
need, false bags under our smocks, wherein 
we can convey more closely than you.'"^
Nan's comment on shopkeepers' views of female 
lifters: "for they little suspect us" opens a useful train
of thought when considering the existence of amateur as 
opposed to professional shoplifters in the sixteenth century. 
M o d e m  evidence indicates that the professional shoplifter 
(someone who makes a living by the offence) is quite often 
male - for example 80% of the Australian gang known to the 
police are #en, though this is abnormally high. Female 
shoplifters, probably in the majority anyway, tend to con­
stitute a yet larger proportion of the amateurs, or 
"respectable" thieves, including most of those with mental 
or emotional problems. If women really were "little sus­
pected" by the necessarily sharp eyed shopkeepers of the 
sixteenth century, it would seem that the majority of lifters 
were male professionals. In fact, indications are that the 
amateur shoplifter was virtually non-existent at that time, 
and even when, later, it seems that female shoplifters 
increased until they were the vast majority of shoplifters
1 Judges pp.220 & 221. (As attributed to Robert Greene.)
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(no doubt owing to the decline of the concealing cloak among 
men ), judging from references, they were almost all pro­
fessionals. The first reference found to possible amateur 
shoplifters, is Mayhew's mention of women in "respectable 
position."^ (sic)
It can be no coincidence that Mayhew's comment 
occurred at the time of the early department stores in 
England. The rise, first of the departmental, and then of 
the self-service, store, may almost be said to have given 
birth to amateur shoplifting. For a number of reasons, dis­
cussed later, the sales policies of these two kinds of store 
have influenced amateur theft by making it easier to shoplift 
than in the older store with its accent on personal service. 
Another factor making shoplifting difficult in the past and 
so only to be attempted by "real" professionals was the 
sheer bulk of the merchandise. Food was often sold in bulk -
barrels of salt etc. - and cloth came in bales, whereas now 
articles are usually sold in more manageable sizes. The 
question of deterrence, too, may be of significance, though 
this is much more debatable. It is possible, though, that
1 Charles 11 was in the vanguard of this fundamental change
in men's fashion, discarding his cloak for "the Eastern 
fashion of vest." See Braybrooke R. (Ed.) Memoirs of 
Samuel Pepys, Esq. F.R.S. (1825) London, Colburn. Vol. 1 
pp.468-9. Entry of 13.10.1666. Also Bray W. (Ed.)
Diary and Correspondence of John Evelyn, F.R.S. (1895) London, 
Bell. Vol. 11 p.19. Entry of 18.10.1666. Also Laver J.
A Concise History of Costume (1969) London, Thames & Hudson
2 BEyiew"&. London Labour and the London Poor (1862) London,
Griffin & Bohm. Vo 11 TV p. 311.
24,
while the earlier savage punishments for the shoplifter had 
no effect on the professional,^ they might have deterred 
the amateur.
This argument may have relevance for the amateur 
"compulsive" thief. Until 1827, shoplifting of above a 
certain value carried the death penalty, and before, while 
offenders could be hanged, there is little evidence in Eng­
land for "compulsive" stealing. Gibbens and Prince's
2
reference to the King of Sardinia and Henry IV of France 
does mt contradict the implications of this discussion, as 
the question of their execution would hardly have arisen.
The point being made is simply that the apparent lack of 
amateur shoplifters who were also "compulsive" thieves 
before the development of the departmental and self-service 
stores, while theft was a skilled operation, and shoplifters 
could be executed, would tend to indicate that "compulsive" 
stealing in stores has hardly existed. But no conclusion 
on the subject can be reached, for, on the other hand, it 
must be remembered that "compulsive" thefts were only first 
described in the nineteenth century. It is certainly 
imaginable that thieves of this description were among the 
thousands of shoplifters previously hanged.
1 See Radzinowicz L. A History of English Criminal Law (1948)
Stevens Vol. I p.502
2 Gibbens T.C.N. & Prince J. Shoplifting (1962) London,
l.S.T.D. p.68.
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3. The Seventeenth Century
During the seventeenth centüry, the practice of 
displaying goods attractively in the window for impulse shopping 
grew up in the largest towns, but in general, shopkeepers 
wasted little furniture or space in display until the 
following century. It would appear that a tedious time of 
hours together was spent at night in tidying the chaos 
caused by assistants who had had to hunt through piles of 
merchandise to suit the customer's idea of what he wanted, 
with no displays to influence his choice. The fact that 
assistants were so much occupied with looking for stock was 
of great help to the thieves
" .... shoplifting was the commonest of 
crimes even in small, one-room shops where 
little was put on display, which indicates 
that the shopkeeper's back was turned a good 
deal while he hunted for goods.
A discussion of "Filers and Cloyers" makes reference 
to both shoplifting behind the assistant's back and blatantly 
in front of him:-
"Their office is to frequent shops, pre­
tending to buy several Commodities; now 
while the shop-keeper is busie in reaching down 
his Ware, in the mean time he cleanly conveys 
somewhat into his codpiece, after this, 
disliking either the Commodities or price^ 
takes leave, and soon finds Stallin-kens
1 Davis D. p.193.
2 A receiver's house (see Partridge p.680.)
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to vend his stoln goods in. Some have the 
impudence to slip a piece of ribband, or 
gold buttons into their sleeve, looking a 
man in the face the while."
Although shops in the form of permanent retail 
establishments had been used by London grocers since the 
middle ages, most food was still sold in markets. Below 
is quoted a pseudo-autobiographical account of market shop­
lifting. The effect is, and was meant to be, farcical, but 
the anecdote is related as an example of both stall-lifting, 
and the dilemma the humanitarian shopkeeper was facing more 
and more frequently as lifting increased:
"Night approaching, we left off begging, 
resolving to recreate our selves with what 
we had got: in the way home, I saw a very-
fine piece of Beef lying on a Butchers stall: 
the woman that kept the Shop, was telling a 
Gossips tale to her neighbour so intentively, 
as I thought I might seize on ray prey, and 
she never the wiser; with that I boldly 
snatched it up; which an opposite neighbour 
perceiving, ran after me, and soon took me.
I was brought back before the woman ... and 
so inraged she was, that nothing would serve 
her turn, but I must go before a Justice; 
and to add to my punishment, she made me 
carry the stollen Beef openly. Coming before 
his Worship, my accusation was read, aggravated
by many feigned circumstances ....  (The
Justice) ask'd the woman what she valued her 
Beef at? Why (said she) I would not have 
abated a penny of five shillings. Take Heed 
what you say, good woman, (said he) for should 
you swear this, it is enough to hang him. 0 
Lord, Sir, (said she) I would not hang him for 
a world; Then said his Worship, You must prize
1 Anon. The Catterpillers pp.3-4.
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it under thirteen pence half-penny; 
whereupon the Butchers wife was content
to value it at eight pence ....  The
woman now thought she should have her 
Beef surely, and therefore demanded it; 
but the Justice told her he would buy 
it of her, and so asked her what she 
would have for it: Sir (said she) five
shillings; I cannot afford it one 
farthing under. How, how* (said he) 
did you not swear but even now, it was 
worth but eight pence, and do you now 
talk of five shillings? A mear Cheat, 
Extortioner, Ec. Make her Mittimus, 
(speaking to his Clerk) which so terrified 
the Woman, that she was content to loose 
her Beef. I am sure I wished those that
did eat it, choaked ....  I have lov'd a
Capon the better for it ever since.
In seventeenth century England, and especially 
in the capital, the growth of retail shops apart from those 
dealing with food, was extremely rapid, and more particularly 
in the case of clothing and personal accessories. Cheap- 
side would have been the professional's highest aim in
3
London. "The underworld saw it as an open challenge ....."
as it was almost wholly monopolised by the two richest retail 
trades - the goldsmiths and the silk mercers. A contemporary 
described a rather drastic method of stealing in a goldsmith's, 
though few articles would be small enough for the purpose:-
"Some of them are so ventrous, as in a 
Goldsmiths shop to swallow a gold Ring, or 
any thing else that will but slip down, to
1 Shoplifters could be hanged for stealing anything worth 
more than 12d. not 13d.
2 Head R. The English Rogue (1665) London, Henry Marsh, pp 43-5
3 Davis D. p.108.
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prevent the severest search, in case they 
are suspected....
However, during the seventeenth century, the 
fashionable shopping area in London began to spread from 
Cheapside and London Bridge, along Fleet Street and the 
Strand, as the wealthy moved their residences westward from 
the populous city. Professional shoplifting expanded in 
line with the increase in fashionable shops
"It was always reckoned a safe job 
when we heard of a new shop, and especially 
when the people were such as were not bred 
to shops; such may depend on it, that they 
will be visited once or twice at their 
beginning, and they must be very sharp 
indeed if they can prevent it."2
Contemporary references indicate that retailers 
of lace and expensive fabrics were among the hardest hit by 
shoplifters, owing, of course, to the great value of these 
goods. Female professional lifters are more frequently
3
referred to from now on possibly because coats superseded 
cloaks for men and the sizeable bales could more easily be 
hidden by women with their still voluminous dresses and 
cloaks. Retailers selling luxury articles were engaged
1 Anon.The Catterpillers .,... p.4.
2 Defoe D. Moll Flanders (first pub, 1722) Bestseller Library 
1959 p.196.
3 e.g. Shirley J. The Triumph of Wit (1712) Boddington 
p.174:- "The Shop-lifts are commonly Women ..."
29
in a very precarious business, as their stock was sold on 
credit. The additional, and growing, hazard of shoplifting 
must have led to the final collapse of many a retailer of 
fine cloth. It is no wonder that Moll Flanders was chary 
of shoplifting among the mercers and drapers of London 
**. . who are a set of fellows that have their eyes very much 
about t h e m . T h e y  must have been constantly on the alert 
merely to stay in business.
Theft in general was apparently increasing greatly
at this time, and eventually it was decided that something
practical must be done to enlist the public's assistance in
the conviction of offenders. No doubt many of the public,
like Head's Butcher's Wife, had been reluctant to act, not
only because they might cause an offender's death, but also
because there was nothing to be got by bothering. In an
attempt to rectify this aspect of the situation the High-
2
wayman Act of 1691 was passed. £40 was offered to whoever
3
took a highwayman and provided evidence to secure his 
conviction. A pardon was offered to anyone who informed on 
any criminals, securing their conviction, provided he was not 
a convicted felon at the time.
1 Defoe p.196
2 Vol. 9 pp. 192-5. 4 & 5 Will C. 8.
3 Perhaps any thief? But according to Chandler the terms of
the Act were later extended to other thieves. See
Chandler F.W. The Literature of Roguery (1907) London, 
Constable Vol. I p«525.
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As the Highwayman Act was not effective enough, 
seven years later, the Shoplifting Act became law:-
"Whereas .... the crime of stealing goods 
privately out of shops and warehouses, 
commonly called SHOPLIFTING (is) of late 
years much increased, to the great detriment 
and unspeakable loss of many of your Majesty's 
good subjects " etc.^
Reluctance to cause the death of a minor thief was catered 
for, as the death penalty was only imposed if the offence 
involved a value of 5/- or more instead of the previous 
level of over 12d. The offence was now definitely both 
capital and non-clergyable.
The same Act made eligible for a pardon an offender 
who informed on, and caused the conviction of, his 
accomplice(s). Members of the general public who secured 
the conviction of an offender who had stolen goods to the 
value of 5/- or more, received in addition to the £40 a 
certificate of exemption from compulsory service as an 
officer of the district in which the offence was committed. 
The document came to be known as the Tyburn Ticket as it was 
only awarded to those who caused conviction for offences 
which carried the death penalty.
2
In 1691 a statute was passed making a receiver of 
stolen property at last, an accessory after the fact, liable
1 Vol. 10 pp. 288-90. 10 & 11 Will C.23.
2 Vol. 9 p. 139. 3 Will C.9.
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to branding, whipping or up to seven years transportation.
Then in 1706^, receiving became a capital offence, and
informers who convicted their accomplices were given a free
pardon and a £40 reward. Transportation was fast becoming
a common method of ridding the country of offenders, and an 
2
Act of 1717 regularised the whole system of transporting
3
them to North America. In 1719 the system was made still 
more effective. The statutes mentioned, passed with the 
intention of inducing the public spirited citizen - or 
offender - to assist in checking the apparent rise in theft 
and receiving, had the effect of concentrating the numbers 
of thief-takers into a handful of immensely powerful autocrats 
who had literally a life or death grasp over the thieves in 
their employ. For several years in the first quarter of 
the eighteenth century, there ruled the autocrat supreme - 
Jonathan Wild.
4. The Eighteenth Century
Frank Chandler was hardly exaggerating when he 
said, "England sank to the nadir of social misrule in the 
first third of the eighteenth century, and its prince of 
darkness was Jonathan Wild."^ And his following comment 
"Jonathan Wild shaped the age, and the age shaped him" is
1 Vol.11 pp.282-5 5 Anne C. 31
2 Vol.13 pp.471-5 4 Geo I C. 11
3 Vol.14 pp.292-5 6 Geo I C. 23
4 Chandler Vol.I p.155
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also appropriate. Certainly Wild needed exceptional personal 
qualities to carry out such an enterprise on so large a 
scale, but many of the statutes passed just before and while 
he operated were advantageous to him, and many official 
figures could be, and were, bribed. Wild was based in 
London, and there he set up his famous office or shop in 
which he sold back to the owners the property his own people 
had stolen. The recent Acts were of great service to 
him; he could impeach his competitors among receivers 
and not only could he secure the conviction of any one of 
his gang who grew troublesome, but he obtained a reward 
for doing so. Wild's success was such that it was not until 
a year or two before his death in 1725 that the public began 
to realise that he was not a philanthropic gentleman who 
sought out and convicted criminals, and managed to obtain 
through his agents stolen property to return to the victims - 
at a price.
Wild was eventually hanged by means of an Act 
passed largely as a result of his activities and nicknamed 
after him the "Jonathan Wild Act"
"And whereas there are several persons 
who have secret acquaintance with felons, 
and who make it their business to help persons to 
their stolen goods, and by that means gain 
money from them, which is divided between 
them and the felons, whereby they greatly
22
encourage such offenders
These dealers in stolen goods were to be punished in the 
same way as the thieves who had stolen them. Wild had 
received both £40 worth of lace and payment for restoring 
it to its owner, and so was hanged as if he had stolen it.
"Captain" Alexander Smith describes the area 
and scale of a number of London shoplifters, some of whom 
would have been well known to Wild, though others, like 
Nan Hereford, were hanged shortly before the thief-taker's 
time :-
"....  in six years (Nan) had done as
much damage to the mercers, linendrapers 
and lace-men in and about the cities of 
London and Westminster, as £4,000 would 
not make good. But, at last, going in a 
sedan with half a dozen sham footmen to 
attend her, as if she had been a person 
of quality, into a linendraper*s shop in 
Cornhill, she was detected in stealing a 
piece of striped muslin and was committed 
to Newgate."2
Nan's claim to posterity is in trying to escape from New­
gate by setting it on fire. She was hanged for arson in 
front of the prison in 1690, aged 28.
Another shoplifter, Mary Barton, took to the offence 
in her widowhood "to the great sorrow and lamentation of 
many mercers in Ludgate Street and on Ludgate Hill, as well
1 Vol. 13 pp.473-4. 4 Geo I C.ll ss 4 & 5 (1717)
2 Hayward (1926) p.349
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as well as the grief of several linen-drapers in and about 
the cities of London and Westminster."^ She was hanged in 
1715, aged 49.
Shortly after Wild was hanged, the London shop­
keepers made a concentrated effort to apprehend some of the 
most persistent shoplifters. One cannot help wondering if 
they were afraid to do so while the thief-taker was alive: 
did he include "protection" among his varied business 
activities? Or perhaps Wild had actually kept theft within 
some kind of bounds, as, every year, during the height of 
his power, many of his gang who had become "difficult"
2
were brought to the gallows or were transported through him. 
The results of the combined attack were that in the next 
sessions six or seven of the %ost notorious shoplifters" 
were convicted. Among them were Mary Robinson and Jane 
Holmes who were hanged, through an accomplice who informed, 
for stealing 80 yards of silk and a silver cup:-
"Possibly my readers may wonder how such 
large quantities of silk were carried away.
I thought, therefore, proper to inform them 
that the evidence Burton said that they had 
a contrivance under their petticoats, not 
unlike two large hooks, upon which they 
laid a whole roll of silk, and so conveyed
1 Hayward (1926) p.470
2 Jane Holmes, mentioned later, was a returned transport 
who had been convicted through Jonathan Wild.
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it away at once, while one of their 
confederates amused the people of the 
shop in some manner or other ....
The shopkeepers* success kept shoplifting within
bounds for years after, the anonymous author writing in
1735 that "shoplifting has been thereby kept under ever
since, or at least the offenders have not ventured in so
2
large a way as before."
By the eighteenth century, shops as we know them 
were well established in country towns as well as large 
cities, though they were very crude by today's standards.
The shopkeepers themselves had wide scope for dishonesty, 
as nothing was branded or guaranteed. There was a perpetual 
shortage of coinage in the eighteenth century and the old 
silver became very worn down and so reduced in value.
Because of this, credit was still a common feature in pur­
chasing.
Alison Adburgham states that plate glass windows 
were beginning to be used in the last quarter of the
3
eighteenth century, in the more advanced drapers' shops. 
Before then, these shops, like others, had hardly any window 
space for display, and drapers' shops were particularly dark
1 Hayward (1927) pp. 380-1
2 ibid. p.381
3 Adburgham A. Shops and Shopping (1964) London, Allen & 
Unwin p.6
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owing to the custom of hanging the doorways with their 
goods. Cynics said that the darkness was to conceal the 
shoddiness of their cloth; it must have had the important 
effect of assisting shoplifting as well. But this was 
beginning to be changed, as the new glass panes of 12" by 
16" enabling people to see into shops, must have lightened 
the interiors. At this time, shops began to encroach on 
to the footways with bow windows for their new displays.
In eighteenth century London, the finest shops, 
especially for clothing and luxury goods, were increasingly 
to be found in the West End, while the City was beginning to 
be used more by poorer people. West End shops were now 
including many food stores though until the following century 
most perishable goods were still bought from the street 
markets. The major annual fairs became much more identified 
with the wholesale trade, though still frequently used by 
the consumer before 1800.
No doubt shoplifting was not needing to be so 
skilled a crime as an enthusiastic letter about London shops, 
written in about 1789, would indicate
"There are so many things laid open to 
view, and spread forth with so much art 
and attention, that till the eye is
1 Davis D. p.191
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accustomed to sights so various and 
brilliant it must needs be weary." ^
Techniques, however, still sound sophisticated. George 
Parker describes the lady w h o W  "a small fish-hook in her 
hand, which she fixes in a piece of lace, and then lets it 
slip down between her and the counter, at the same time 
covering it with her coats ___
Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the 
perennial problem of shoplifting was again on the increase, 
and once again, steps were taken and an eighteen year old 
girl was hanged. But the prevailing policy of harsh penal­
ties was beginning to be questioned and Sir William Meredith 
took up the girl's case when addressing Parliament in 1777
3
on "Frequent Executions" :-
"Under this act", (the Shop-lifting 
Act,) "one Mary Jones was executed, whose 
case I shall just mention; it was at the 
time when press-warrants were issued, on 
the alarm about Falkland Islands. The 
woman's husband was pressed, their goods 
seized for some debt of his, and she, with 
two small children, turned into the streets
1 Meister J.H. Letters written during a Residence in 
England (1799) London, Longman & Rees. p.17
2 Parker G. A View of Society & Manners in High and Low 
Life. (178r5 London Vol.2 p.138
3 Sir William Meredith. Speech delivered in the House 
of Commons 1777. See Punishment of Death (1832)
In Tracts in British Museum
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a-begging. *Tis a circumstance not 
to be forgotten, that she was very 
young (under nineteen) and most 
remarkably handsome. She went to a 
linen-draper's shop, took some coarse 
linen off the counter, and slipped it 
under her cloak; the shopman saw her, 
and she laid it down : for this she was
hanged. Her defence was (I have the trial 
in my pocket) "that she had lived in credit 
and wanted for nothing, till a press-gang 
came and stole her husband from her; but 
since then, she had no bed to lie on; 
nothing to give her children to eat; and 
they were almost naked; and perhaps she 
might have done something wrong, for she 
hardly knew what she did:" The parish 
officers testified the truth of this 
story; but it seems, there had been a 
good deal of shoplifting about Ludgate; 
an example was thought necessary; and 
this woman was hanged for the comfort 
and satisfaction of shopkeepers in Ludgate- 
street. When brought to receive sentence, 
she behaved in such a frantic manner, as 
proved her mind to be in a distracted and 
desponding state; and the child was 
sucking at her breast when she set out for 
Tyburn (gallows)t'
Charles Dickens was much struck by Mary Jones' case and 
included it in his 1868 preface to "Barnaby Rudge".^
Part of the girl's defence sounds almost remarkably 
similar to the typical story of today's shoplifter - "I 
don't know what came over me" - but although she may have 
made an amateurish attempt at shoplifting, she would still 
have been professional iu that she was stealing to try to
1 e.g. See Dickens C. Barnaby Rudge (first pub. 1841) 
London & Glasgow. Collins Ed. of 1953. Author's Preface 
p. 15
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get a living. So although shoplifters seem to be pre­
dominantly women, by this time, there are still no 
indications that any were other than professional.
5. Recent Developments
As the mood for reform heightened, realisation 
dawned that the shops themselves played their part in 
tempting thieves:-
"Commerce itself, however, is the 
fruitful mother of the crimes of theft in 
all their varieties; not more from the 
habits it bestows than the opportunity it 
affords to that offence. It pours in 
wealth in a shape the most convenient for 
plunder. The rural opulence of our fore­
fathers was not completely safe; still, their 
oaken tables and their wheat ricks could not 
be carried off without some trouble, and men 
were honest because property was immovable ....
In Newgate biography, perhaps, examples might 
be found of a man's setting out perfectly 
honest at the one end of Cheapside and becoming 
fit for a prison before he reached the other.
The circulating force which keeps property 
constantly afloat, and ready to fly at a 
touch, places it equally in the way of traffic 
and of pillage. To be ready to be sold, it 
must be ready to be stolen." 1
2
Radzinowicz quotes statistics of 1806 to 1814 , 
demonstrating that shoplifting - which still carried the 
death penalty - increased no less sharply than theft from
the person - for which capital punishment had been abolished
1 Quarterly Review (1812) Vol. 7 p.179
2 Radzinowicz Vol. I p* 502
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Thus, with the collection of criminal statistics, however 
faulty they were at first, it could no longer be asserted 
that the death penalty acted as a deterrent to shoplifters.
It was becoming evident that steps would have to 
be taken. Magistrates were increasingly reluctant to sentence 
shoplifters to death; in 1818, out of 41 convicted shop­
lifters, none was executed. Shopkeepers themselves were 
reluctant to bring suspects to trial, for fear they would be 
executed. A Committee was set up to investigate the
criminal laws, and the following is part of Sir James 
Mackintosh's speech in the Commons, giving the Report;-
"  a tradesman in the city of
London, expressed to the committee his belief 
that there was not a single shop from Comhill 
to Charing-Cross, which did not suffer from 
various depredations, to an extent that no 
man not conversant with the facts, could 
imagine. Yet this same witness represented 
it to be the unanimous feeling of persons 
engaged in trade, that the severity of the 
punishment for those depredations should be 
mitigated, in order that the delinquents 
might be punished, and the sufferers be 
relieved from the obstacles which their 
humanity at present interposed in the way 
of obtaining justice .......
The recommendations of the Committee of 1819, 
included the Repeal of three capital statutes, among them
1 Radzinowicz Vol. I p.555 n.l.
2 Parliamentary Debates. Hansard. 1819. Vol.XL Col.1528
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the Shoplifting Act of 1699. It was recommended that 
the death penalty be abolished for offences worth 5/- or 
more, and transportation or imprisonment to be the punish­
ment instead, as Romilly had previously desired. In 1820, 
Mackintosh introduced his Bill to repeal the death penalty 
for the offence. This was agreed to by the Commons but the 
Lords amended the Bill and raised the lower limit for 
execution from 5/- to £15.^ Offenders who stole articles 
worth between the two sums could be transported for any­
thing between seven years and life. However, shortly 
afterwards. Peel pushed through another Bill which finally 
abolished the death penalty. Offenders could be transported,
as in the previous Act, or could instead be imprisoned with
2 3
or without hard labour. A further Act of 1827, consoli­
dated the previous statutes and in Section 2, abolished 
the distinction between grand and petty larceny.
Since 1827 shoplifting has no longer been con­
sidered as a category separate from other forms of simple 
theft. The offence was classified under "simple larceny"
4
for the purposes of punishment in the Larceny Act of 1861.
IVol. 60 pp.518-9 1 Geo 4 C 117 (1820)
2 Vol. 63 pp.207-8 4 Geo 4 C. (1823)
3 Vol. 67 pp.168-90 7 & 8 Geo 4C. 29 (1827)
4 Vol. 102 24 & 25 Viet C. 96 Sect. 4 (1861) See p.336
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According to that Act an offender could be kept in penal 
servitude for three years or be imprisoned for up to two 
years with or without hard labour and/or solitary 
confinement.
It was only with the Act of 1861 that belated 
attempts were made actually to define theft. The later 
definition of the Larceny Act of 1916^ was simplified under 
the most recent Act, the Theft Act of 1968. Under the 
Act of 1916, shoplifting (as simple larceny) was punishable 
with penal servitude not exceeding five years in length.
Section 7 of the 1968 Theft Act states that shoplifting 
(as theft) carries a possible sentence of up to ten years.
From this it might seem that theft has not been included 
in the tendency towards greater leniency in penal policy.
In fact, although the changed classification of property 
crimes has resulted in an overall greater maximum penalty 
for shoplifting - the distinction between simple and aggravated 
larceny has disappeared - the shoplifter is now less likely 
than ever before to be sentenced to imprisonment.
At the start of the nineteenth century, the large 
store was yet a phenomenon of the future. Goods were still 
sold by individual shopkeepers who owned their shops and
1 Vol. 56 pp.139-63 6 & 7 Geo 5 C. 50 (1916)
2 The Public and General Acts pp. 1465-99 C. 60 (1968) Fart 2
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lived on the premises. They were still often the craftsmen 
who made what they sold, although the demarcation between 
retailers and wholesalers had begun long before. Customers 
usually lived in the area and were recommended by friends. 
But industrial England, with its growing population was 
ready for a revolution in retailing. Even at the turn of 
the century, London's shopping area had spread along miles 
of connected streets. Alison Adburgham lists the capital's 
two principal shopping streets in 1800. The first, and 
grander, included Whitechapel, Leadenhall Street, Comhill, 
Cheapside, St. Paul's Churchyard, Ludgate Street, Fleet 
Street, Strand and Charing Cross. The second stretched 
from Shoreditch, along Bishopsgate, Threadneedle Street, 
Cheapside, Newgate Street, Snow-hill, Holbom, Broad Street, 
St. Giles to Oxford Street.^
As the nineteenth century progressed, it was more 
than ever a buyer's market, especially in the larger towns. 
Shops competed for custom in a way they never had before and 
some of the methods of display used incurred the authorities' 
dislike, in the same way that supermarket displays are held 
to be conducive to theft today :-
"Shopkeepers ___ would suspend great festoons
of their wares outside their door as a further
1 Adburgham p .5
44
purchases. The effect may be 
y imagined. The practice resulted 
in an increase both of the temptation to 
young passers-by and of the ease with 
which they could succumb to temptation.
^ n y  commentators complained about the 
habit, and judges frequently refused to 
refund to these shopkeepers the expenses 
of prosection.
M.D. Hill, the Recorder of Birmingham, was parti­
cularly disturbed by the practice but found when he complained 
to a shopkeeper that "he has stated in justification or 
excuse, that, while his brethren in the trade adopt the 
same expedient for attracting customers, he is compelled
to follow their example " Both Hill and Samuel Day
were concerned with the effect upon children, Day remarking 
that infants or three or four were, in succumbing to early 
temptation o this nature, set on the road to crime.^
Some of the more progressive drapers' shops were 
starting to increase in size, appealing to a passing clientele 
as well as their regular customers. Advertising handbills 
were pushed through people's doors to attract a wider circle 
of customers, while some even put prices in the shop windows -
1 Tobias J.J Crime and Industrial Society in the Nineteenth 
Century (1967) London, Batsford. p.195. Also see 
Chesney K. The Victorian Underworld (1970) London,
Temple Smith, p 135
2 Hill M.D. The Repression of Crime (1857) London, Parker, p.75
3 Day S.P. Juvenile Crime (1858) London, Hope p.50
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a startling innovation and not at all genteel. These shops 
catered for the new, economically minded, middle and lower 
middle class. Drapers' shops were in the vanguard of 
innovation: not only were they the first to adopt plate
glass windows and try to attract passing trade by competitive 
advertising and prices, but the majority of present day 
department stores developed from small, individually owned 
drapers' shops.
It is a widely held view that the first department 
store was Boucicaut's "Bon Marche" in Paris. Boucicaut 
started in 1852 with a smaj-l store selling piece goods, 
but he had original ideas as to selling methods. Instead 
of running the shop on the traditional lines of a high 
"mark up" (or profit margin) on his merchandise, together 
with a slow rate of sale, he hoped that a small mark up would 
increase sales. No bargaining was allowed - everything was 
sold at a fixed market price, and there was no obligation 
to buy, so people could come in and look round as much as 
they liked. Another innovation was the practice that 
goods could be exchanged, or the money refunded on them.
The store was a great success and Boucicaut soon 
expanded to underwear, millinery and shoes in separate 
departments. Consequently, around 1860, according to
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H. Pasdermadjian , the first department store came into 
existence. Inspired by his success, Chauchard and Heriot 
established another store, the Louvre, in Paris, run similarly, 
but catering for a higher class clientele. America soon 
followed the French example as Stewart in New York, Wanamaker 
Philadelphia and Marshall Field in Chicago pioneered the 
department store in the 1870*s. According to Pasdermadjian^ 
again, it was only in the last years of the 1860's and the 
first of the 70*s that the department store began to take 
its true shape in Great Britain, owing to the expansion in 
lines of merchandise carried by stores such as Harrods,
Lewis's and Whiteley's, and the creation of co-operative 
stores for certain groups of state servants - for example 
the Civil Service Supply Association and the Army and Navy 
Co-operative Society. Apparently the English store 
developed more slowly than those of France and the United 
States; and only in the 1890*s did department stores 
corresponding in size to those of the other two countries 
appear in London.
No doubt the basic impetus behind the rise of the 
department store was the industrial revolution. Industry 
fostered the middle class - a new and wealthy spending 
population which surrounded itself with signs of opulence




in many, and expensive clothes and household goods. But 
the new class, wealthy by trade themselves, wanted value for 
money, and it was evident that larger stores could buy in 
bulk, cheaper, so the new large stores catered for the new 
middle classes. The industrial revolution greatly increased 
the size of towns, and the department store, to survive, 
needed to be in a large centre of population. Another 
phenomenon of the revolution was the railway, and this was 
necessary to bring suburban and country shoppers into the 
stores. The reason why department stores spread upwards 
rather than outwards with the proprietor simply buying out 
adjacent shops, was that the growth of cities meant the value 
of land in the centres increased enormously, and so it was 
only expedient to build upwards. The stores came in a 
new era of technological advances in architectural design 
and it had been only recently possible to build multi-storey 
buildings with big plate glass windows, gas lights, lifts, 
cash tubes, etc.
As the industrial revolution first occurred mainly 
in Britain, it may seem surprising that ^he department 
store, so intimately connected with results of that revolution, 
was not developed first of all in this country. In fact, 
Alison Adburgham^ discovered evidence of stores which could
1 Adburgham p.137
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correctly be called departmental well before the Bon Marche. 
Bainbridge of Newcastle and Kendall Milne and Faulkner of 
Manchester started their drapers' shops in about 1830, and 
had expanded into many departments before Boucicaut had 
ever opened his first small shop. By 1849, stock books 
show that Bainbridge*s had 23 separate sets of takings.
London stores developed a few years later than the Manchester 
and Newcastle stores, but still before the Bon Marche.
Many of the innovations attributed to the Boucicauts were 
already practised in England; for example, deliveries, 
bargain sales, freedom to look around and not buy, and 
marked prices.^
Both the Array and Navy, and the Civil Service 
Supply stores influenced the growth of the department stores 
in this country; they more nearly approached the modern 
stores than any privately owned one in the Britain of the 
1870's. The Post Office Supply Association was first 
started in 1864, and soon became the Civil Service Supply 
Association. At the beginning, only groceries were sold, 
but by 1870, they accounted for just a small part of the 
merchandise. In 1872, the Army and Navy Stores was opened.
It has been said that most department stores 
developed from small scale drapery shops, but while this is
1 Adburgham p.140
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so, a number of stores were first opened as department 
stores towards the end of the nineteenth century. These 
include the Bon Marche of Brixton, 1877; Lewis's of Manchester, 
1880; and of Birmingham, 1885; John Barnes of Hampstead,
1900, and Selfridge's in 1909. Selfridge's was planned
on a massive scale even for a store of this type; it had 
130 departments and became virtually an obligatory visit 
for the middle class shopping expedition in London. In 
1912, the Bargain Basement was introduced by Selfridge's 
and later, cosmetics were openly displayed (instead of hidden 
away under the counter) just inside the street entrance so 
that their scents would lure passers-by inside.
Alison Adburgham considers that the Edwardian era 
was perhaps the Golden Age of the Department store:-
"The attractions of a big store, whether 
it was Lewis's in Market Street, or Selfridge's 
in Oxford Street, was irresistible to a 
generation which had few entertainments.
All over England before the First World War, 
before the cinema, before the radio, before 
the motor-car was anything but a rich man's 
possession, the warmth and light, the per­
vasion of luxury, the ever-changing delights 
of fashionable merchandise made shopping, 
whether actually purchasing or just looking 
round, a stimulating pleasure. More and 
more women of all classes were beginning to 
earn money of their own before marriage and, 
after marriage, to have control over the 
family purse. The growth of the stores can be 
seen to run parallel with the social emancipation 
of women - their emancipation from the
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restrictions of inhibiting home life, 
from their dependence upon father or 
husband for money to spend, and from 
the tyranny of private dressmakers  ^
and their interminable fittings."
However, the growth of department stores led to 
widespread shoplifting, and especially encouraged the 
amateur pilferer. As the department store was first 
developed most extensively in Paris, it is not surprising 
that scholarly interest in amateur shoplifting was aroused 
very early in France:-
"II ne se passe pas de jour que l ’une 
ou l ’autre des chambres correctionnelles 
du tribunal de Paris n ’ait a juger quelque 
femme prévenue de vol au Bon-Marche, au 
Louvre, au Printemps ....... "2
There is ample evidence that the amateur pilfering 
which grew to such large proportions as a result of the depart­
ment store, was all pushed under the fashionable umbrella 
term of Kleptomania at first
"There are generally but two classes of 
shoplifters - the regular criminal professional 
and the kleptomaniac."^
But the term was regarded with increasing suspicion till, in
1 Adburgham p.281
2 Dubuisson P. Les Voleuses des Grands Magasins. (1901) 
Archives D ’Anthropologie Criminelle Vol. 16 p.1
3 Campbell H. Darkness and Daylight (1892) Hartford, Conn., 
Worthington. p.700
51.
1930, Max Friedemann had to admit that the French, whose 
department store pilferings were so huge, had more or less 
abandoned the word kleptomania and spoke of casual pilfering 
instead.^
As early as 1889, professionals were making use 
of current acceptance of kleptomania in their stealing
"Three individuals enter a jeweller’s 
shop, they appear to be an elderly gentle­
man, his wife and daughter. The gentleman 
informs the assistant in a whisper that his 
wife is suffering from kleptomania (a 
peculiar malady only known amongst the 
wealthy), and he desires her to be w&tched.
The assistant nods and proceeds to show 
them some diamond rings e t c  "2
What happens is that the assistant notices the wife take 
something, and then after the sale has been effected, tells 
the husband, who pays for it. Both the sale and the stolen 
article are small in value. What the assistant does not 
know is that the daughter has been stealing and passing the 
stolen property to her "mother". If the assistant were 
to miss them, they would be found on the kleptomaniac mother 
and simply restored to the shop.
1 Friedemann M. Cleptomania. The Analytic and Forensic
and Forensic Aspects. (1930) Psychoan. Rev, Vol.17. p.453
2 Baron J.W. Vagabonds and Rogues (1889) p.15. In 
Meynier V. Peace or War London, Simpkin, Marshall
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Why the department store encouraged the growth of 
amateur shoplifting has already been discussed by a number of 
authors and it is only necessary, briefly, to cover the main 
points. Firstly, it was technically easier to steal. The 
stores were large, and while there were many assistants, 
customers were encouraged to just look around by themselves - 
so it would be fairly easy to find an unwatched area to 
steal from, or to wait until the display one was interested 
in was unguarded. Another way in which theft was easier 
was that merchandise soon became more obtainable. There was 
more on display and within reach than in the old days when, 
for instance, bales of material had to be sorted through 
before the draper’s assistant found something which approxi­
mated to what the customer wanted. The size of articles 
soon began to decline which made shoplifting easier; for 
example the new cosmetics were small and relatively expensive. 
The size of the stores themselves, with their throng of 
customers and staff, added a feeling of impersonality to 
them, so that the amateur need not feel he was actually 
stealing from some individual person or people, and so it 
did not seem so much like stealing.
Methods used by professional shoplifters in the 
nineteenth century were often very sophisticated. Byrnes
1 See Campbell p.703
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describes jewel thieves who use the substitute method - 
getting a matching paste article made and then substituting 
it during the theft itself. In 1897, Eldridge said that 
female shoplifters probably out numbered men because of the 
greater opportunities of concealment their clothes afforded:
"Large bags for holding plunder of 
every description are sometimes artfully 
draped and fastened under the skirt of a 
dress or the back of a cloak. This is 
technically known as the shoplifter's 
"kick", and experience perfected an 
improvement of this device in the form 
of the "hoisting kick", or short over­
skirt covering an ordinary dress skirt 
so stiched that the lining and skirt made 
a complete bag round the body from the waist 
to the heels. This bag was often packed 
full of articles, slipped into it through 
a slit concealed by the apron overskirt.
One notorious shop-lifter was caught not 
long ago in the act of stealing a cake 
of scented soap. Upon examination 
sixteen yards of silk, fifty yards of 
lace, two pairs of silk stockings, one 
silk and one lace handkerchief and a 
scarf pin were extracted from her 
clothing."1
In the second half of the nineteenth century the 
number of consumers doubled and were more concentrated in 
the towns. There was a rise in the standard of living and 
the working class became worth catering for on a greater 
scale, being a large and stable group of consumers. In 
these conditions the early co-operative societies made quick
1 Eldridge B.P. & Watts W.B. Our Rival, the Rascal 
(1897) Boston, Mass. Pemberton, p.31
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progress into branch stores and wholesale departments.
But in the 1870 s, the grocery trade in general began to 
alter, due to the late Victorian prosperity, with the 
working classes eating more, and a greater variety of food.
A new, adventurous class of retailers emerged prepared to 
take the risk of operating chain stores on a large scale 
and to import quantities of the new, cheaper, foreign 
provisions. Individual shops were controlled by managers 
while Headquarters saw to the wholesale side. No credit 
was allowed, everything being sold for cash only. To 
compete, the traditional grocer had to accept the new mer­
chandise - butter, bacon, cheese, eggs, etc., - as well.
The range of food continued to widen and processed foods 
were being sold at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Other, non-food stores grew up for the working 
class, as their standard of Iving rose; and developed into 
nation wide chains. It is clear today that multiple, non­
food stores can be divided into two separate types.^ The 
first covers most of these stores: they specialise in particular
lines of merchandise such as footwear, while the others are 
known as variety chain stores. They have a wide variety 
of low priced articles under one roof, usually without being 
divided into departments. Unlike department stores, variety
1 See Payne P.P. British Commercial Institutions (2nd Ed.
1964) London, Harrap. pp.59 & 61
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chain stores used to sell little or no larger clothing 
such as dresses and coats, though many of them are including 
clothing in their stock nowadays. Many department stores 
and variety chain stores have recently branched out into 
additional food halls. Shoplifting is prevalent in variety 
chain stores as they provide most of the same temptations 
prevalent in department stores. They are often large, and 
so have the anonymity and impersonality which seem so 
important to the thief, and items are often small and con­
sequently, easy to steal, while being readily available to 
the customer who usually has to pick up what he wants and 
wait for a sales girl to take his money.
Probably the biggest revolution in the brocery 
business has been the adoption of the "self-service" policy. 
This method of sale began in 1942^ in Britain after it had 
been in existence for some years in the United States. The 
customer selects for himself whatever goods he requires, and
pays for them at a till, thus cutting down the number of
assistants needed in the shop to a minimum. The method 
has mostly been adopted in the food trade though other kinds 
of shops such as wine stores and variety chain stores have
begun to operate on these lines.
The main aims of the system are, first to decrease
1 See Coldstream P. The Great Supermarket Revolution 
(1.11.62) New Society No. 5 p.11
56.
overheads in the form of staff, thus giving more competitive 
prices, and secondly, to stimulate "impulse" buying. Stores 
are usually designed so that the walls are piled high with 
merchandise, while in the middle there are long aisles of 
shelving or "gondolas". Customers cannot usually just 
walk in, select something near the entrance and go immediately 
to the cashier, thus avoiding the temptations of a walk 
around the store. The shops are, in fact, usually designed 
so that a large part of them has to be covered by the customer 
before he reaches the till. Basic necessities are often 
placed at the far end so that rows of merchandise have to b e 
passed before reaching them. Small luxuries like chocolates 
and sweets are placed at a low level beside the cashier so 
that mothers plagued by their children's demands for sweets 
will select some.
The self-service store in Britain is essentially a
post-war phenomenon - in 1947 there were 10, whereas in 1967
the numbers had reached 20,097.^ The supermarket is yet
more recent. In 1958 only 175 were registered, while by
2
1967 there were 2803. The supermarket, according to Peter 
Payne, is a kind of one-shop self-service centre:-
"It is basically a grocery store, but has 
other departments supplying non-food items -
1 See Self Service & Supermarket Annual Survey & Directory 
London (1963) p.8 (1968) p.13
2 ibid (1968) p.13
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toilet and beauty preparations, hardware, 
toys, etc. It appeals to the housewife 
needing under one roof a wide variety of common 
everyday household needs.
The accessibility of merchandise, already dis­
cussed in relation to the department and variety chain 
stores, is even more accentuated in the self-service stores, 
as customers are encouraged to take articles and not pay 
until they have completed their shopping. The self-service 
store is usually part of a large network and has usually a 
well known household name and so these stores, especially 
supermarkets due to their size, possess the same impersonality 
as the department store.
Figures are quoted in the following chapter to 
show that the recent large increase in shoplifting is closely 
associated with the rise in self-service stores, particularly 
supermarkets. It only remains to state that in quantity 
of thefts, if not value, the self-service store now suffers 
the greatest depredations from shoplifting, and in spite of 
increasingly sophisticated security measures being taken, 
there are no indications at the moment that the situation is 
likely to change.





In 1962, Gibbens and Prince said of shoplifting:
"Apart from murder, there are few offences which attract
more public interest."^ They cite as examples the frequent
newspaper reports of otherwise blameless women who have
been convicted of shoplifting. Such reports are still a
common feature, especially in local newspapers. The national
Press is more likely to include stories of this nature if
a well known person were involved or if the case had any
2
other special characteristic. Occasionally, features on
3
store detection are published, and articles emphasizing
the vast amounts lost by stores every year through shop-
4
lifting or staff stealing are very frequent. This type of 
account has often compared the total amount estimated to be 
stolen by shoplifters every year, with the haul of the Great 
Train Robbery - to the shoplifters' advantage. Other forms 
of mass media such as radio and television have also devoted
1 Gibbens & Prince p.5. Perhaps crimes involving sexual 
offences should be included with murder.
2 e.g. See headline Security Men Robbed Store (7.5.69)
Evening Standard p.48
3 e.g. Coupar S. Trouble in Store (9.4.70) Daily Express p.10
Moorehead C. The Store Squad (1.5.70) Daily Telegraph 
Magazine No.289 pp.9, 10, 12.
Toner B. Mrs. Kent can fit into any crowd ....
(23.3.70) The Times p.13
4 e.g. Coleman J. £100 million shoplift bill faces stores
this year (5.7.70) The Sunday Express p.5
Moorehead J. GREED and the great High Street robbery
(20.5.69) Daily Mail p.6
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items or entire programmes to store stealing.^
If shoplifting is brought up as a topic of conversation, 
many people have an anecdote to relate, usually about shop­
lifters they have seen stealing, or about their own past, or, 
sometimes, present activity in this field. It is difficult 
to define exactly why the subject is so interesting to the 
general public. Perhaps part of the interest lies in the 
fact that it is so close to people from the point of view 
of opportunity. Nearly everyone must go shopping at least 
occasionally, and the vast majority of people, while waiting 
for their money to be taken, must at some time have considered 
shoplifting as a theoretical possibility at least.
It is worth noting that within the space of two
years, three well known women's magazines devoted articles
2
to the temptations of shoplifting. The offence, has of 
course, long been regarded as a primarily female crime. The 
Salisbury branch of the National Federation of Business and 
Professional Women's Clubs also provides an interesting 
example of the degree of public interest in shoplifting. A 
local magistrate had wondered why so many seemingly respectable 
women shoplifted, and suggested that a women's organisation 
might investigate the matter. Following the magistrate's
1 e.g. The World at One B.B.C. Radio 4 (21.8.70)
2 Winn G. Is this REALLY our National Sport? (25.4.70) 
Woman pp. 25, 33, 35. Anon. Shoplifting (10.8.68) 
Woman's Own p. 16. Vincent M. Caught Red-handed.'
(19.4.69) Woman's Realm pp.14-5.
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remarks, the Salisbury branch conducted a survey^ on the 
subject, although as a body they had no specific reason to 
be interested in shoplifting.
Collectively, shoplifters are responsible for millions 
of pounds worth of loss to shops every year. In spite of 
this, public opinion towards the offence is comparatively 
mild. There are several contributing reasons for this.
One is simply that so many of the public are, or have been, 
involved. Another is that individually the thefts average 
little in value, probably well under a pound. But perhaps 
the most important reason is that shoplifting involves no 
direct threat to society at large. Superficially it appears 
that only the anonymous store suffers, though, in fact, 
shoplifting does have to be paid for by society in the form 
of higher prices.
The general mildness of attitude towards shoplifting 
is clearly demonstrated through mass media, for example in 
articles written on the subject in a humorous vein. The 
Times had this to say :-
"A veritable clutch, or perhaps snatch 
of shoplifters, responded yesterday to a 
plea in the Times personal column from a 
company of shoplifters to betray their
1 Nat. Fed. of Bus. & Prof. Women's Clubs of G.B. & N.
Ireland Salisbury Club Report on study made on shop­
lifting. (Unpublished Report)
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trade secrets for some honestly earned 
money.
The company's telephone was busy all 
day as 18 light-fingered gentlemen offered 
their services."!
Newspapers rarely or never write humorously about crimes 
considered a threat to society such as murder, or even 
more direct theft with a specific individual victim.
Store security staff are well aware that shop­
lifting is widely considered as something rather less than 
other, more directly personal forms of stealing. As one 
security officer said:-
"'Let's face it ....  the police are
overworked and compared with serious 
crimes, shoplifting is a minor charge: 
but even the magistrates seem to look 
on it as a bit of a laugh.'"2
The term itself, shoplifting, separates it from other theft 
In a discussion of shoplifting headed by W.L. Neustatter, 
J.C.M. Matheson said that:-
"Obviously 'shoplifting' was a wrong 
term - nobody ever did lift a shop - and 
he wondered whether it would drive home 
the evil of the offence if it were 
called 'stealing'."3
1 Warman C. 18 shoplifters seek job (4.8.70) The Times p.l
2 Woodham A. Crooks in Store (28.8.68) Evening News p.10
3 Neustatter W.L. The Psychology of Shoplifting (1954) 
Medico-legal J. 22:4 p.127
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Maureen Vincent said:-
"At Scotland Yard they explain: 
'Shoplifting is a word people use to 
make thieving sound harmless.'"!
Robin's findings would make it appear that con­
science as an inhibiting factor plays a smaller role than 
might be thought. He refers to G.F. Lydston who noted 
that while thirty minutes of darkness lasted through a
power cut in Chicago's Loop area, thousands of dollars worth
2
of merchandise was stolen. At least some of it must have 
been taken by people whom one would be disinclined to label 
as criminally deviant. In fact, it would seem that a 
comparatively high (though totally unknown) proportion of 
people have shoplifted at least once in their lives. The 
word deviance, seems hardly applicable to shoplifting. In 
an objective sense, shoplifting is deviance as it consists 
of breaking one of society's rules. However, when one 
merely considérés the quantitative aspect of the offence, it
3
seems less appropriate to refer to it as deviance. When 
a subjective perspective is taken and one examines the definitions 
of the actor and society as to the nature of shoplifting.
1 Vincent p.15
2 Robin G.D. The American Customer: Shopper or Shoplifter?
(Jan/Feb 1964) Police.8:3 p.10
3 See Clinard M.B. Sociology of Deviant Behavior (1957) 
New York, Rinehart p..165-8 for discussion on wide­
spread nature of theft and other ofences.
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then the situation becomes yet more complex. The whole 
question of shoplifting and deviance will be dealt with 
more fully in Chapter 8.
2. Review of previous literature
In this review of the previous work on shoplifting, 
the chief trends in research on the subject will be outlined. 
Through this I will attempt to examine the direction the 
research has taken and will show that the tradition of work 
on shoplifting handed down from the early research is based 
on some rather dubious premises.
The advent of the large department store in the 
last half of the nineteenth century produced - or greatly 
encouraged - the amateur^ shoplifter. These lifters were 
a new type of thief. They were predominantly women and 
were of a respectable background. In fact they were very 
different in kind from the average idea of the thief in the 
nineteenth century. The earliest reference found to this 
new breed of shoplifters appeared in 1862:-
"We find ladies in respectable 
position (sic) occasionally charged 
with shoplifting."2
The author attempts no explanation for this finding, his survey
1 Amateur shoplifters steal for possession. Professionals
2 steal for a living. See Cameron p.39 
Mayhew p.311
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being primarily descriptive in aim. However, the term 
kleptomania had been in use for a number of years.
Kleptomania and the Psycho-analytic school
"In the first astonishingly fertile period 
of psychiatry in Paris at the end of the 18th 
century, Pinel described "mania without delirium" 
as a disease of the will-power. Following him, 
Esquirol described the "instinctive monomanias" - 
alcoholism, fire-setting and homicide - where 
the patient acts "without passion or motive 
but only under involuntary instinctive impulse"
.......  Following Esquirol, Mathey added
"klepemania" (theft) to the list of manias, 
dipsomania, (alcoholism), pyromania (fire- 
setting), dromomania (running away), etc. ,
and Marc (1838) first referred to "kleptomania"
As the new and puzzling phenomenon of the respectable
female shoplifter became more widespread, the fairly specific
but inadequately defined term of kleptomania became applied
to them, and consequently debased. In a few years it was
freely applied to more or less anyone who stole without
"needing" to. Obviously the reasoning employed was that
previously respectable and often middle class women who
stole although they could afford to pay, must be mentally
ill in some way. Consequently, there grew up a natural
but highly suspect connection between kleptomania and wealth.
J.W. Baron in 1889 referred to kleptomania quite seriously
2
as "a peculiar malady only known amongst the wealthy."
1 Gibbens & Prince p.68
2 Baron p.15
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Some years later Stekel introduced his discussion of klepto­
mania using the same assumption.^ As long ago was 1872, 
George Eliot called attention to this dubious relationship:
".... when a youthful nobleman steals 
jewellery we call the act kleptomania, 
speak of it with a philosophical smile, 
and never think of his being sent to the 
house of correction as if he were a ragged 
boy who had stolen turnips.
In the previous chapter it was seen that the 
opportunistic professional speedily took advantage of the 
general acceptance of kleptomania. At the same time 
Eldridge suspected that the term was used too readily for 
the amateur:-
"There is a diseased condition of mind 
or morals which is termed kleptomania.
This disease seems to break out particularly 
in the form of shop-lifting. We shall not 
undertake to measure the sanity or responsi­
bility of the genuine kleptomaniac, but we 
may fairly remark that the cloak of klepto­
mania has been stretched out very thin,, 
sometimes, in the testimony of compassionate 
friends and relatives."^
Stekel W. The Sexual Root of Kleptomania (July 1911) 
(Abridgement by Albrecht) J . Amer. Inst, of Grim. Law 
& Criminal. 11:2 p.239
Eliot G. Middlemarch (first pub. 1872) (1967) London,
The Zodiac Press, p.225 
Eldridge & Watts p.28
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With the rapid progress of psychoanalysis at the 
turn of this century, kleptomania developed marked sexual 
connections. However, the Freudian interpretation soon 
had its opponents, particularly in the Adlerian school 
which emphasised that pathological theft occurred to com- 
pensate for feelings of inferiority. In spite of rival 
interpretations, though, the association of kleptomania with 
the sex drive remained highly popular for many years and died 
a hard death, if indeed it is dead.
Definitional problems are common to those who 
utilize relatively new concepts, and writers on kleptomania 
seem to have had particular difficulties. There has been 
no generally accepted definition of the term and shortly 
after the turn of the century, authors were trying to 
extricate themselves from imprecision by employing newer
terminology. Some writers have thought of the phenomenon
3 A-as "pathological stealing" , others as "compulsive theft" ,
1 This view has had adherents until very recently
e.g. Fenichel 0. The Pscho-analytic theory of Neurosis 
(1946) London, Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner. see pp.370-1 
Maslow A.H. & Mittleman B. Principals of Abnormal 
Psychology (Revised Ed. 195Î1 New York, Harper p.410 
Abrahamsen D. The Psychology of Crime (1960) New York 
Columbia Univ. Press p.127-9
2 See Versele S-C. Study of Female Shoplifters in Department 
Stores (Mar. 1968*5 Internat. Crim. Police Rev. No. 226. p. 68
3 e.g. Healy W. The Individual Delinquent (1915) London,
He inemann p.770
4 e.g. Lorand S. Compulsive Stealing (Jan. 1940) J. Cr/im. 
Psychopath. Vol. 1 p.247
60,
whereas yet others have distinguished between compulsive and 
impulsive acts, and have asserted that kleptomania falls in 
the latter group. Von Hentig felt the term covered such 
a tiny proportion of stealing that he introduced a new 
category of "kleptophilia" to include people less strongly 
obsessive than the "true" kleptomaniacs.
No doubt one reason why authors attempted to 
provide alternative phrases to describe kleptomania is that 
the term soon became discredited as describing a specific 
disease. In more sophisticated research, writers have 
been careful to point out that this type of stealing is not
3
a disease, but only a symptom.
In the last twenty years a certain amount of 
research on shoplifting generally has been undertaken by 
sociologists, psychologists, police officers and others.
The research has usually concentrated on a large number of 
cases as opposed to the psychiatric case study approach.
The existence of Ideptomania (or "compulsive stealing" etc.) 
has been questioned by these recent writers because the
1 Guttmacher M.S. & Weihofen H. Psychiatry and the Law (1952)
New York, Norton, p.56
2 See Peijster C.N. Theft in Department Stores (1960)
The Hague. Prep. Papers. 4th Internat. Crim. Cong. p.7
3 See Friedemann pp.452-3
Gault R.H. Criminology (1932) U.S.A. Heath, p.163
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term would seem to cover such a tiny proportion of thefts, 
if any, and the research has been employed primarily to 
obtain a general picture of shoplifting. Thus kleptomania 
has had little or no place in the most recent research on 
shoplifting.
Cressey^ has a very interesting discussion as to 
the process by which even some "compulsive" crime may be 
learned. The author asserts that an important point in 
Sutherland's theory of differential association is the 
principle that all criminal behaviour, including so-called 
compulsive crime, is learned in social interaction. Some 
offenders, circumstanced appropriately, will label them­
selves, and be so labelled by others, as compulsive criminals.
Many "kleptomaniacs" fall into this category. If, through
2
differential association, a middle class, wealthy person 
steals, or a poorer person repetitively steals supposedly 
useless objects, that person will tend to label himself a 
kleptomaniac or compulsive thief as it has become customary 
for thieves in these circumstances to be so named.
1 Cressey D.R. Role Theory, Differential Association and 
Compulsive Crimes. See Chap.23. pp.443-467 of Rose A.M. 
(Ed.) Human Behavior and Social Processes (1962) London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul
2 Defined by Sutherland and Cressey; "A person becomes 
delinquent because of an excess of definitions favorable 
to violation of law over definitions unfavorable to 
violation of law." Sutherland E.H. & Cressey D.R. 
Principles of Criminology (1960) U.S.A. Lippincott
p.78
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Interesting as Cressey*s argument is, he does not 
explain how compulsive crime can be learned, but how much 
crime which has come to be called compulsive is, in reality, 
learned through differential association. The small hard 
core of "real" compulsive criminals (assuming they exist) 
is necessarily excluded
"Re-examination of "compulsive crime" 
concepts in the framework of sociological 
theories of motivation, identification, 
and role-playing indicates that most of 
the legally harmful behavior traditionally 
labeled "compulsive" actually is "motivated" 
and has a developmental history which is 
very similar to that of other "motivated" 
behavior."
The Physiological Approach
The majority of apprehended shoplifters are women,
whereas women constitute only a small proportion of the
arrested criminal population as a whole. This preponderance
of women has caused much research, especially earlier work,
to be undertaken along the lines that amateur shoplifting
is related to some typically female trait or condition,
unusual or impossible in men. Psycho-analytic investigation
2
of kleptomania proceeded in this direction , but so did 
other, biologically oriented research. In this way.
1 Cressey (1962) p.462
2 e.g. Friedemann*s discussion of the Electra situation. 
Friedemann p.461
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menstruation, pregnancy, and the menopause have been examined 
as being of possible significance.
Research on these aspects has been very inconclusive 
on the whole. In 1901, Dubuisson found that only 15 out of 
120 female shoplifters were pregnant, menstruating or under­
going the menopause at the time of the offence.^ However,
De Quiros, commenting on Dubuisson's findings of "pregnant, 
hysterical, and neurasthenic" women among shoplifters,
says: "Woman, the eternally sick, monopolizes the statistics
2of this crime, which seems expressly made for her."
Much more recently, two surveys carried out similarly 
in method and at almost the same time, produced markedly 
different results as to any connection between theft and 
menstruation. Dr. Epps investigated 200 women shoplifters 
in Holloway Prison. The figures obtained suggested no 
connection between the menstrual or pre-menstrual periods
3
and shoplifting. However, Dr. Katherina Dalton investi­
gated 156 women in the same prison, newly convicted of all 
types of crime. It was found that 49% of offences were 
committed within 8 days of the menstrual cycle - the pre­
menstrual phase and the first 4 days of menstruation. The 
author commented that menstruation seemed to be of particular
1 Dubuisson p.351
2 Quiros G.B. de Modem Theories of Criminality (1911)
Boston. Little, Brown, p.59
3 See Gibbens & Prince - Chap. 14 pp.132-45
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importance in crimes of theft as altogether 56% of such 
crimes occurred during the significant 8 days. The author 
concluded that hormonal changes might cause women to commit 
crime and/or make them more liable to detection
The adverse effect of menstruation was 
greatest among sufferers of premenstrual 
tension, with its concomitant symptoms of 
lethargy, slower reaction time, and mental 
dullness; and these factors would lead to 
easier detection during certain days of the 
menstrual cycle, especially among habitual 
law breakers - for example, prostitutes 
and shoplifters."!
Gibbens and Prince found only 14 pregnant women among 532
2
female shoplifters. In another survey, only 2 out of 130 
women were known to be pregnant at the time of their offence.^ 
From this it would appear that pregnancy is of unimportance 
in the aetiology of shoplifting. However, these surveys 
only dealt with people officially convicted of the offence.
In fact, the proportion of pregnant shoplifters might be a 
good deal higher. It is impossible to say how much higher, 
but, according to B.M. Dickens,^ store security staff are 
in many cases unwilling to call the police if a shoplifter 
is obviously pregnant. The present research supports 
Dickens* findings. Security staff explained that their 
policy was employed not so much in sympathy for the women's
1 Dalton K. Menstruation and Crime (30.12.61) Brit. Med.
J., p.1753
2 Gibbens & Prince p.74
3 Hertfordshire Shoplifting Survey (1968) (unpub.report) p.6
4 Dickens B.M. Shops, Shoplifting and Law Enforcement 
(Sept.1969) Crim. Law kev. p.471
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condition but because it was felt that accusations of
pregnant women for minor offences do not look well for the
store in court.
In 1944, Wilder indicated another line of enquiry 
for research into shoplifting, stating that lowered blood 
sugar level in offenders may be involved in releasing the 
usual inhibitions surrounding anti-social acts, including 
theft. Following this research, Neustatter investigated 
the blood sugar levels of thieves in five cases of shoplifting,
though in fact they were found to be within normal limits.
Neustatter did however notice that in three cases, the thefts 
had occurred when the offender was fatigued and hungry.
More recently, a study of shopping behaviour in 
relation to food deprivation has been published, and it 
might be that it has some marginal implications for shop-
3
lifting. For this survey, data was collected in a single 
day from a New Haven, Connecticut, supermarket, the shoppers 
being assessed as to whether they were normal or over-weight.
It was found that the longer those shoppers of normal weight 
had gone without a meal, the more groceries they bought.
The increase was apparently due to inflated impulse buying. 
(Overweight people intended to buy and actually did buy,
1 See Gibbens & Prince p.77
2 Neustatter pp.119-25
3 Nisbett R.E. & Kanouse D.E. Obesity, Food Deprivation 
and Supermarket Shopping Behavior. (Aug. 1969) J. 
Personality & Soc. Psych. 12:4 pp.289-93
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more food if they had recently eaten than if they were 
deprived*.) Any possible implications for shoplifting 
seem to lie in the normal weight individuals. The significant 
factor is their increased buying of food on impulse after 
fasting for several hours - and presumably, mostly feeling 
hungry. It seems possible that if hungry people tend to 
buy extra food on impulse, some of them might be tempted 
to steal on impulse, one of the factors releasing their 
inhibitions being hunger. This would undoubtedly link up 
with Neustatter*s discovery of hunger among shoplifters, 
although it must be emphasised that no detailed research 
has been attempted on the relation of food deprivation to 
the offence. Some research along these lines might be 
useful.
Shoplifting and Mental Health
The psycho-analytic school has illustrated its 
claims to a connection between sexual factors and shoplifting 
by detailed case histories. In contrast, during the last 
30 years, a number of psychiatrists and psychologists have 
utilised survey methods in order to discover the proportions 
of all psychiatric disorders among shoplifters.
According to Arieff and Bowie,^ 3,400 shoplifters
1 Arieff A.J. & Bowie C.G. (1947) J. Clin. Psychopath.
8, 56. (Unobtainable in this country. See Gibbens &
Prince p.82)
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shoplifters were apprehended in Chicago during 1945. Of 
these, 4.5% were charged and about 25% of them were referred 
for psychiatric examination. Among a random selection 
from those referred, 77% had a definable nervous disorder, 
with nearly every type of mental illness represented.
(Only a small number were defined as compulsive type of 
thief.)
It might at first sight appear from the above 
that psychological disorders are significantly highly 
represented among shoplifters (although mental illness is 
being accepted nowadays as of relatively common occurrence 
and closely tied to physical and environmental conditions).^ 
But it must be remembered that although 25% of those charged 
were referred for psychiatric examination, only 4.5% of all 
the shoplifters were actually charged. Unless those to be 
charged were randomly selected by the store and police in 
the first place, or the circumstances governing whether or 
not a charge was to be made were known in each case, it is 
impossible from this survey to know whether shoplifters are 
more prone to mental ill health than the population in 
general. Presumably, those considered professional shop­
lifters would tend to get charged, but the police in Britain
1 See Fish F. An Outline of Psychiatry (2nd Ed. 1968) 
Bristol, Wright, pp.2-9
Also D^scidson S. The Principles and Practice of Medicine 
(8th Ed. 1966) Edinburgh & London, Livingstone, p.1261
75
are liable to be called if the shoplifter seems to be mentally 
or emotionally unstable.^
More recently, research has emphasised an apparent
preponderance of depression among those offenders who are
2
examined. Neustatter said that shoplifters often suffer 
from tension, which can be expressed as anxiety or depression; 
the act of shoplifting may produce relief from this tension.
57.4% of Gibbens and Prince's 532 convicted 
female shoplifters were assessed from the perspective of 
health, and it was found that 18.9% of the total number
3
had a definite psychiatric disorder. The authors con­
clude that there seem to be four main recurring motives 
among disturbed shoplifters including the mentally ill 
and lesser cases of disturbance. The most common motive 
was depression. Here, shoplifting could be seen as a cry 
for help. The other three motives include resentment, 
occurring in children and the more immature women, associated 
with a wish to hurt someone; keeping up appearances, for 
example in the eyes of neighbours or children; and meanness, 
among those on a strictly defined budget.
Some of the drawbacks to the Arieff and Bowie 
work, hold for the Gibbens and Prince survey. Convicted
1 See chap. 7
2 Neustatter pp.118-30. Especially 119.
3 Gibbens & Prince pp.58 and 82
4 ibid. pp.85-9
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shoplifters may tend to include a higher proportion of dis­
turbed thieves than those who are not prosecuted, and it 
would be interesting to know on.what criteria the 57.4% 
were chosen to be investigated. The sample was not random, 
and one would assume that most shoplifters who exhibited 
abnormal traits would be among those examined. As Gibbens 
and Prince say:-
"Those not investigated would certainly 
not show as high a rate (of psychiatric 
disorder), especially in the major disorders, 
since sometimes quite brief court information 
would establish that the offender was psychotic."
In the same year as the publication of Gibbens and 
2
Prince's survey, Ordway described the high incidence of 
pre-crime depression among American shoplifters. Ordway's 
research is particularly valuable in having a control group 
with which to compare shoplifters and that it examined pre-
3
crime depression. Of shoplifters referred to the Court 
Psychiatric Clinic in Cincinnati, 43% of the 85 suffered 
from depression, whereas of 85 other criminals attending 
the clinic, only 10% had depression. The findings indicate 
that among shoplifters who do have some psychiatric 
condition, depression is particularly common as compared to 
other criminals with nervous disorders. The research does
1 Gibbens & Prince p.82
2 Ordway J.A. 'Successful' court treatment of shoplifters
(Sep.1962) J. Grim. Law, Criminol. & Police Science 53:3 p.344
3 The trauma of being caught, prosecuted and examined by a 
psychiatrist could be enough to induce a temporarily abnormal 
state of mind in many amateur shoplifters.
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not, of course, show that shoplifters in general include a 
high proportion of mentally or emotionally abnormal people. 
Neither is there any firm indication that mentally ill 
shoplifters suffer more from depression than the disturbed 
general public, as the findings could show that other dis­
turbed criminals are simply remarkably free from depression.
In 1966, Sparks reported his comparison of shop­
lifters with other thieves, placing members of the two 
categories into three psychic groups - normal, abnormal and 
those with personality defects. Among both men and women, 
the proportion of shoplifters in the "abnormal" group as 
compared with the other groups, was considerably higher than 
the proportion of other thieves.
70 out of 1^0 women convicted of shoplifting in 
2
Hertfordshire courts during 1968 had health problems, 
either mental, physical, or both. It would seem from the 
survey that depression figures prominently in mental ill- 
health, but the proportion of women actually suffering from 
depression is unfortunately included in the total figures 
for mental illness.
Shoplifting is perhaps significantly highly
1 Sparks R.F. The Decision to Remand for Mental Examination 
)}966) Brit. J. Criminol. No. 6 pp.6-26
2 Hertfordshire Shoplifting Survey (1968)
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associated with mental illness, particularly depression, 
though research on this aspect has been shown to be incon­
clusive. Research has also indicated that the offence may 
be associated with certain conditions of social stress 
such as marital difficulties, loneliness and so on,^ whether
or not the people concerned are analysed as mentally dis-
2
turbed. Ordway , for example, discovered a high incidence 
of recent personal loss, as 61% of the shoplifters referred 
to the clinic previously mentioned had suffered a loss or 
separation felt as a loss, whereas had only 15% of the
3
control group. Gibbens and Prince found that out of 
their sample of convicted shoplifters (not just those 
assessed as mentally ill) 7.6% of first offenders and 17.9% 
of recidivists had experienced a recent loss by death or 
desertion of some close friend or relative.
Marital problems appear to play a part in many 
shoplifters' lives. The compilers of the Hertfordshire 
survey concluded that about half the married women investi­
gated had marital problems "of a fairly severe nature",^ 
though there was, unfortunately, no control group. Gibbens 
and Prince^ found no great difference between shoplifters
1 although much the same type of deficiencies mentioned 
already hold for this research as well.
2 Ordway p.345
3 Gibbens & Prince p.47
4 Hertfordshire Survey p.5
5 Gibbens & Prince p.46
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and a control group of other thieves in marital disharmony, 
but they pointed out that the general level of disharmony 
is high as compared with the 11-18% of families containing 
disharmony, estimated in general British surveys.
The compilers of the Hertfordshire survey^ devised 
ten categories to cover various problem areas, including 
health, housing, finance, previous convictions, etc. When 
assessment was made of how many of these problems each 
woman had, it was discovered that 60% of the number had 
problems in three or more areas.
Some of the most recent work
Shoplifting was chosen as one of the offences to 
be discussed at the Fourth Criminological Congress at the
Hague in 1960, and has since received considerable attention,
2
particularly from European criminologists. Roger Moyson, 
for example, has related the offence to Sutherland's theory
3
of White Collar Crime. Since Sutherland pointed to the 
hidden nature of professional and business men's crimes in 
the course of their occupation, attention has been drawn to 
the whole question of the influence of class factors on
1 Hertfordshire Survey, p.10
2 Moyson R. Le Vol dans les grands magasins (1967) Centre
Nationale de Criminologie Publication No. 2 Editions de 
l'Inst. de Sociologie a Bruxelles.
3 Sutherland E.H. White Collar Crime (1949) New York.
Holt, Rinehart & Winston.
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conviction rates for both adult and juvenile offenders.^ 
According to Moyson, the prevalence of middle class people 
apprehended as shoplifters (as many as would be expected 
from the class of shoppers using the store investigated) 
supports recent research indicating that this group accounts 
for a partly concealed area of crime.
Very recent work by B.M. Dickens^ has thrown light 
on the variety of attitudes of store security staff in re­
porting and prosecuting both customer and staff thefts. Paula
3
Newberg has investigated how the personnel of a supermarket 
chain interprets and defines shoplifting and how this inter­
pretation produces differential rates of shoplifting.
The development of the self-service store has pro­
duced comment on their encouragement of shoplifting ;-
"The recent proliferation of self-service 
stores has given their display counters the special 
quality, the impersonal vulnerability of British 
Railways, the Nationalised Industries and the 
customs service."4
A.E. Cox has commented on the moral issue raised by
1 Cicourel A.V. The Social Organization of Juvenile Justice
(1968) New York, Wiley. See Chap. 6. pp.243-91 
Also see Werthman C. & Piliavin I. Gaig Members and the 
Police pp.56-98 and Skolnick J.H. & Woodworth J.R.
Bureaucracy, Information, and Social Control; A Study 
of a Morals Detail pp.99-136. In Bordua D. (Ed.)
The Police (1967) New York, Wiley. Pine G.J. The 
Affluent Delinquent (Dec.1966) Phi Delta Kappan pp.138-43
2 Dickens B.M. op. cit.
3 Newberg P. A Study in Deviance: Shoplifting. (1966)
Corr. Psychiatry & J. Social Therapy. 1Z:1 pp.43-53
4 Rolph C.H. Dealing with Shoplifters (1.7.66) New Statesman p.14
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this new situation. He acknowledges that much criticism 
has been directed at larger stores, especially supermarkets. 
Managers who tempt the customer to buy with lavish displays, 
accessibility of merchandise and so on, are also tempting 
him to steal, and have only themselves to blame for the high 
rate of shoplifting. But the author goes on to say :-
"It should perhaps be remembered that 
the basic advantage of the supermarket is 
that it is designed to keep the prices of 
goods lower than they would be in a shop 
where assistants are employed to serve; 
elaborate security would defeat the object 
which they seek to achieve.
It has been suggested that role conflicts might 
help to explain an apparently rather lax attitude to pil­
fering on the part of store managers. Sofer found that 
many shopkeepers accepted responsibility for theft claiming
to be partly to blame in exposing housewives to temptation
2
with modern display methods. Little indication of a lax 
attitude was found in the present survey, and the rate of 
prosecution (about one third of all shoplifters apprehended) 
is not indicative of laxity when compared with already men­
tioned American data (admittedly of many years ago).
1 Cox A.E. Shoplifting (Aug. 1968) Crim. Law. Rev. p.427
2 Sofer C. Buying and Selling (1965) The Sociological 
Rev. Vol. 13 pp.183-209
82
Conclusions
From the beginning of the department stores in 
the nineteenth century, it has been noticed that women who 
do not need to steal have been caught shoplifting. Per­
haps a word should be said here about the concept of need 
in relation not only to shoplifting, but other forms of 
minor theft. In the present survey, inquiries among store 
security staff often revealed their indignation at the 
offence because, usually, the thief did not "need" to steal. 
"She had enough money on her to pay for what she stole" is 
said frequently to justify the often repeated statement that 
shoplifting is due to greed instead of need. This attitude 
is partly supported by some of the recent authors. For
example, Doleisch^ says that "real need" is seldom a cause
2
of shoplifting, and Sohier states that as a result of police 
enquiries, only 4% of shoplifters seem to be combating 
"Real hardship"; though 25% of those who explain their
3
action say that they are in need. Valkis claims that it 
is only natural for shoplifters in poverty to steal, although 
she, like the other two authors just mentioned, noticed that 
other shoplifters tended to take small luxuries a little 
above their incomes which they could not have afforded to buy.
1 Doleisch W. Theft in Department Stores (1960) Preparatory 
Papers. 4th Internat. Criminological Cong. The Hague, p.4
2 Sohier J. Le vol a 1 'étalagé dans les grands magasins 
(26.11.66) Bruxelles. J. des Tribunaux No.4551 p.682
3 Valkis A.G. Theft in Department Stores (1960) Preparatory 
Papers. 4th Internat. Criminological Cong. The Hague
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This concept of need, used by criminologists and
store staff, appears to be looking backward to the last
century, when theft by the poorest members of society could
be seen by the present day affluent society as natural, being
presumably caused by a desire to escape from starvation or
the workhouse. Now, say store security staff, the standard
of living has risen so much that, together with the Welfare
State, nobody needs to steal, and as people do, society, in
getting richer, has become greedier. But to state that
stealing is natural only if one is starving is to employ a
rigid concept of poverty and need which is inappropriate in
2
the Western world today and certainly out of date if it was 
ever justifiable. Society in industrialised countries has 
become materially much richer; the standard of living in 
this country has improved dramatically since the turn of the 
century, but poverty in its deeper sense should be seen as 
relative - there are still the relatively poor at the bottom 
of the social index in all countries, regardless of how 
advanced they are. In fact, the general rise in the standard 
of living can be said to have indirectly increased theft, 
in creating plentifully stocked shops with lavish displays. 
There is certainly more temptation in this way to steal than 
in the previous century. Shoplifters might be said to be
1 Not that it was seen as natural by nineteenth century 
positivistic criminologists and moralists.
See Townsend P. Measuring Poverty (June 1954) Brit. J. 
Sociol. 5:2 pp.130-7
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greedy, but the statistics to be analysed on self-service
show that they can be regarded as comparatively 
needy instead.
Because amateur shoplifters were mainly women, 
which is highly unusual in an offence, and because they did 
not "need" to steal, early research on the subject assumed 
that they must be ill in some way. In the review of the 
literature I have tried to show how various schools of research 
have investigated shoplifters and their mental and physical 
health. I have attempted to show how inconclusive much of 
this research has been.
3. Amateur Shoplifting - the changing class structure
Nearly all store representatives questioned during 
the present survey commented on the increase in shoplifting, 
exceptions being the security staff of just one or two stores. 
Here the attitude was that shoplifting had been a bad problem, 
had been rising, and would have continued to rise, had it 
not been for the perspicuity shown by the said representative. 
The impression gained was the shoplifting was rising certainly, 
but rising in line with other theft, except in one important 
area to be discussed.
Gibbens and Prince, referring to official statistics
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from 1935 to 1960, say that shoplifting has kept pace with 
the general increase in crime.^ Between 1949 and 1959, 
shoplifters dealt with by the police increased by less 
than 50%. But if the trend between 1960 and 1969 is examined, 
it will be seen that convicted shoplifters increased by 
119/4 during that period, whereas convictions for other theft 
against property without violence only increased by 65%.
Thus the increase in convicted shoplifters was almost twice 
as great as that of the second group
Table (1)
H.O. Criminal Statistics. England & Wales London
H.M.S.O. Î
Those found guilty in Magistrates' (including Juvenile) Courts
Larceny from shops & stalls Offences against property 
without violence
Absolute numbers % increase Absolute numbers % increasa
1960 17105 100 75830 100
1961 20869 122 82107 108
1962 24781 145 89882 119
1963 24394 143 91864 121
1964 26408 154 90522 119
1965 29947 175 96034 127
1966 29435 172 103480 136
1967 30978 181 107503 142
1968 32398 189 111437 147
1969 37527 219 125384 165
Why shoplifting convictions have increased so 
rapidly in the last ten years as compared with the previous 
ten, must be mainly due to the recent rapid increase in
1 Gibbens & Prince p.9
2 H.M.S.O. Crim. Stats. Section A. Indictable Offences 
Class III Nos. 37-49 (1960-8) and Nos. 39-49 (1969)
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numbers of self-service stores, especially supermarkets. 
Self-service stores and supermarkets are defined as follows:-
"Self-service store. A store which 
presents the majority of its goods 
for selection by the customer without 
the intervention of staff and in which 
payment is made at a check out."
"Supermarket. A store of at least 
2,000 sq. ft. sales area, operated 
mainly on self-service lines whose 
range of merchandise comprises all 
food groups including fresh meat 
and fresh bait and vegetables, plus 
basic household requisites (i.e. soaps 
and cleaning materials)."^
2
The following table details the number of self- 
service stores including supermarkets, registered in the 
British Isles over a number of years until 1957. From 
1958, the table is divided into self-service food stores 
and supermarkets, no division being meangful before due 
to the negligible number of supermarkets. What is 
particularly noticeable is the greater augmentation of the 
number of self-service stores and supermarkets during the 
1960*s as compared with the previous ten years. Between 
1947 and 1959 a total of only 5850 stores were listed as 
self-service, whereas between 1960 and 1967 the number almost 
quadrupled. The growth of supermarkets in the sixties is
1 Annual Survey and Directory, published by Self Service 
& Supermarket, London, 1968. p.2
2 ibid. 1963 p.8 and 1968 p.6 and 13
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is even more marked. From only 286 in 1959, their numbers 
had increased nearly ten-fold by 1967. The close association 
between self-service and shoplifting is more thoroughly dis­
cussed in Chapter 3; it suffices now to hypothesize that 
the large increase in convictions for shoplifting in the 
1960*s is due indirectly to the increased growth of self- 
service stores and particularly supermarkets during that 
period.
The development of the self-service store is 
almost certainly influencing the class of shoplifters who
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appear in the official statistics. Until very recently, 
shoplifting has been studied usually either in terms of 
department store apprehensions, or the official statistics. 
Any further research on these lines would result in a bias 
towards middle class shoplifters being investigated. This 
is due to the development of the self-service store.
Department stores tend to be situated in middle class areas - 
the centres of towns which cater for ;hop and office workers. 
Also, no doubt working class people still tend to spend less 
time in department stores than the middle class, as the stores 
cater for goods other than basic essentials. Conversely, 
the self-service store, and especially the supermarket, are 
typically positioned in densely populated, relatively working 
class urban areas. I accompanied store detectives around 
fourteen supermarkets covering a wide area of London. All 
except one or possibly two were in very definitely working 
class areas - for example, Upton Park, Clapham Junction,
Mile End Road, Brixton and Elephant and Castle.
Material from the present survey supported the 
class distinction between the two types of store, as re­
flected in their shoplifting statistics. Women caught shop­
lifting in department stores were, on average, in higher 
occupational groups than those caught in self-service stores. 
In fact, it was found that a high proportion of self-service
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store lifters were in age and occupational groups which 
suggested comparative poverty. Consequently, any further 
research which examines department store lifting only, 
will certainly not get a general picture of the offence.
It will be biassed towards middle class lifters. Even those 
researchers who examine official statistics will not escape 
this completely. The survey material also shows that the 
prosecution rate for the comparatively middle class depart­
ment store shoplifters is higher than for self-service 
stores, largely owing to the greater value of goods stolen, 
and the fact that shoplifters are more rarely caught in 
department stores. Thus one would imagine that the official 
statistics will have a middle class skew - unless other 
factors work to influence those shoplifters who appear in 
the statistics. Other biassing influences will be dis­
cussed in Chapter 7.
The above discussion opens an interesting question, 
If the working class centred self-service store had been 
developed in the late nineteenth century, perhaps there would 
not have been quite so strong a tradition of research on the 
mental and physical health of shoplifters. Instead, the 
usual positivistic theories connected with criminality may 
have been applied to shoplifters. They would not have 
seemed to be so different from the general criminal population 
in class at least. This is not to say that shoplifters do
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not have proportionally greater mental and physical problems
the rest of the population. Research has been necessarily 
inconclusive as the area of shoplifting presents a number of 
peculiar difficulties to anyone undertaking a survey. Few 
Stores keep anything like adequate records of shoplifters 
they apprehend: experimental conditions cannot be created:
adequate controls are difficult to get. What the rise of 
the self-service store has shown is simply that comparative 
poverty coupled with sheer opportunity^ play a larger part 
in encouraging shoplifting than might be thought.
4. Aims of this research
a) An attempt has been made in Chapter I to 
place the offence of shoplifting in its social and legal 
context by reviewing the earliest references to it in 
England, and examining the meaning of the crime in relation 
to law enforcement, social structure and social change.
b) A comparison was developed, as comprehensive 
as circumstances would allow, between the characteristics of 
self-service and department store shoplifters. This was in 
order to extract any significant differences between them in,
1 e.g. in terms of the geographical relationship between 
working class areas and supermarkets.
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for example, age, sex and occupation. It was felt that, 
with the development of the self-service store, and controlling 
for certain biassing factors, there might be a significant 
difference between the shoplifters caught in the two types 
of store.
c) The process of law enforcement policy in 
this field was examined as far as was possible within the 
scope of this study, with special reference to the store 
detective's relationship to the thief. The purpose was
to investigate what, if any, social factors act consistently 
to influence the criminal statistics for shoplifting.
d) Data on offenders was examined in the light 
of Mary Cameron's theories.^
(1) Cameron supports Sutherland's differential 
association theory in that she believes that the usual type 
of shoplifter - non-professional, lower middle class, etc. 
probably learns to steal when young, and in groups of children. 
(Unfortunately, this theory can provide no explanation as to 
why so many shoplifters are 'first offenders' according to 
police records, in middle and old age. If, as Cameron
says, pilfering is a regular occupation with these, it is
surprising that they have not been caught at least once or
1 Cameron, op. cit.
90
twice before.) Some of these shoplifters will go on stealing 
alone when adult, according to the author. Shoplifting, 
as shown by statistics is an anti-social act particularly 
characteristic of children, and adult shoplifters are in 
some ways childish in their reactions when caught :-
"The writer's impression was that in 
attempting to explain away their thefts, 
adult pilferers were using the lies, 
rationalizations, and alibis characteristic 
of children caught in acts considered 
reprehensible by adults.
The amateur adult takes merchandise a little above his income 
level and then rationalises his theft, so that he thinks 
although it may be wrong, it is not really criminal.
On a sociological level, pilfering by the lower 
middle class can be seen as part of the status oriented 
society of today. Not all middle class people can buy 
accepted middle class possessions, and so lower middle class 
shoplifters steal status symbols of objects a little above 
their income. The middle class employee is enticed by 
advertisements, lavish displays, and hire purchase to live 
at a higher level than his income. The author also affirms 
that the anomie prevalent in organised society is of relevance, 
as people increasingly work for, buy from, and administer 
the affairs of impersonal organisations.
1 Cameron p.150
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(2) It was observed by Cameron that prosecuted
shoplifters include a very large number of first offenders.^
This has been noticed by many other authors: Gibbens and
Prince commented that 80% of shoplifters in their group had
no previous convictions, whereas other thieves had a higher
2
proportion of previous convictions. Hilary Bennett 
noticed, though as she admits, with a very small sample, 
almost exactly the same proportion - 79.7% of shoplifters
3
had no previous convictions. The same phenonomen has been 
observed on the continent, Sohier stating that, of his groups 
of shoplifters and other thieves, first offenders comprised 
80% of shoplifters and only 40% of the rest.^
The figures just quoted are almost remarkably 
similar, but prosecution policies vary so much from store 
to store that one should be wary of attaching too much 
meaning to them. The careful shoplifter who has been con­
victed following apprehension in a certain store, will not 
go back to the same store again, but might steal elsewhere, 
where he is not known, and perhaps where prosecutions are 
infrequent. And by then, he may have learnt to steal 
only one item per store, and that costing under ten shillings, 
as managers are much less likely to call the police if only
1 The term 'first offender' refers to a first conviction.
Shoplifters may sometimes steal for years before being 
caught.
2 Gibbens & Prince p.26




one item was taken and the total value is small.
Nevertheless, the figures for first offenders 
among convicted shoplifters are definitely impressive, 
leading Cameron to develop a theory using this feature as 
a basis.^ The theory applies to the amateur shoplifter - 
who does not steal for a living as does the professional - 
and is presented in several connected stages leading to the 
general hypothesis
1) SHOPLIFTING IS HABITUAL - more than one 
article is usually taken and most thieves 
have developed techniques for ridding 
themselves of price tags and avoiding 
detection.
2) ADULT PILFERERS DO NOT APPEAR TO BE
COMPULSIVE OR NEUROTIC - few seem mentally 
ill, and of those who are, no consistent 
pattern of disorder was found when 
examined.
3) PILFERERS HAVE NO PRESENT CONTACT WITH A 
CRIMINAL SUBCULTURE - as shown by their 
residential pattern, numbers employed, 
ignorance of law shown, few previous 
convictions.
4) PILFERERS DO NOT THINK OF THEMSELVES AS 
THIEVES (This has been referred to 
previously when their rationalizations 
were discussed).
5) PILFERERS EXPECT NO "IN-GROUP" SUPPORT
FOR THEIR BEHAVIOUR. Arrest forces the 
shoplifter to think of himself as a thief,
1 Cameron p.145-165
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which is a role alien to his general 
life style, and, as he realises, liable 
to be denouced by family, friends, etc.
Cameron concludes that:
"Because the adult pilferer does not 
think of himself, prior to his arrest, as 
a thief and can conceive of no in-group 
support for himself in that role, his 
arrest forces him to reject the role ..."
In other words, shoplifting statistics contain a high 
proportion of first offenders, because it is only when the non­
commercial pilferer has been caught that he realises the 
full nature of what he has been doing. His rationalizations 
are now useless and he is shocked into law abidance (at 
least in relation to this offence) for the future. The 
author goes on to say that it is important to keep the 
amateur shoplifter as far as possible out of prison as there 
it is feasible to obtain more knowledge and group support 
for the offence.
One of the aims of the present research was to 
examine data on the offence in the light of Mary Cameron's 
theories just mentioned, to discover:-
a) if the analysis of English data 
drawn separately from department and self- 




b) whether one or both areas of 
shoplifting require a separate theoretical 
framework.
5. The Survey Data
a) The statistical data
The main bulk of the data was collected from 
a security firm's records of shoplifters caught by their 
employees. All shoplifters apprehended in 1967 were 
included in the survey; also a one in five sample of those 
apprehended in 1968. The 1967 group consisted of 4583 
shoplifters, and the sample for the following year contains 
1790. The agency's business had doubled in the two years 
and so the 1968 sample is as much as 2/5 the size of the 
previous group, instead of 1/5. All Britain, including 
England, Wales and Scotland is covered by the firm, and the 
type of stores using their security protection fall into 
two main groups - self-service food and other stores. Many 
supermarkets do include non-food items although they are 
included in the first group. While the vast majority of 
'other' stores are department, or less often, variety chain 
stores, they also include hardware, chemist and book shops.
Information from the data included:-
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1. Age of suspect
2. Sex of suspect
3. Occupation of suspect
4. Date of suspected theft
5. Time of day
6. Store detective's own identification
7. Type of store
8. Number, type, value of articles believed 
stolen
9. Any identifying characteristics of suspect 
for future reference
10. Action taken
11. Any further remarks by store detective.
There are several disadvantages in using material 
already collected. In this case, the information was not 
as comprehensive as one would wish, and in many cases it 
was not complete. For example, in addition to the total 
of 6373 shoplifters used as data, there were about 160 more 
who could not be included as the detective had not filled 
in either the sex or age of offender.
Only very limited, and virtually useless in­
formation on previous convictions was available, and in­
formation on marital status was almost completely lacking. 
Restricted as the data is in these ways, the very large 
number of shoplifters^ enabled control to be made simul­
taneously for several variables without the absolute quantity 
in each cell becoming meaninglessly small. For example, 
value of articles stolen could be controlled for sex, age 
group and type of store. A valuable asset to the data was
1 The suspects apprehended by the firm are henceforth 
alluded to as "shoplifters"
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to have a record of which store detective caught which 
group of shoplifters.
What it is to be hoped the figures give, though 
the number of variables is necessarily limited, is a fairly 
accurate picture of discovered shoplifting. The security 
firm doubled its number of customers in two years, while 
some obviously withdrew, and yet the proportions of data in 
the various categories (e.g. age, sex, occupation, value of 
article) investigated, are very similar indeed. It is to 
be hoped that the constancy of the proportions during the 
two year period points to the attainment of a reasonably 
representative picture of apprehended shoplifters - as far 
as it goes. That this is not necessarily the case is 
pointed out by J.D. Douglas when considering a similar example 
He considered the , rates of individual suicide as compared 
with the overall rate. As Douglas points outi-
".....  there would actually be nothing
strange at all about having a stable rate 
of mistakes or accidents in categorizing 
suicide or in any other form of social 
action. **
So the similarity in the shoplifting data over 
the two years could be due to consistent biasses, arising 
from the type of stores which use the security firm, and
1 Douglas J.D. The Social Meanings of Suicide (1967)
New Jersey, Princeton Univ. Press p.199
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also the store detectives* methods of apprehending thieves. 
Fortunately it was possible to control in part for this 
source of error. First, the presence of systematic bias 
by store detectives is examined in the analysis, and secondly, 
the type of store that uses security firms for detection 
purposes is considered.^
One point probably causing some systematic 
error in the data is that the smallest types of shop are 
hardly represented at all. Hiring detectives is an 
expensive business, and not only can smaller shops not afford 
them, but they should hardly have any use for store detectives, 
as the whole premises can be more or less under the manager's 
eye. The very largest stores usually employ their own 
detectives but will often supplement them perhaps by hiring 
one or two at peak periods, notably the sales, or Christmas 
periods, or if shoplifting appears to be rising. So the 
data does not include one group of the very smallest sized 
shops and might cause bias in that way. It must be 
remembered though that the indications are that it is the 
larger stores which suffer proportionately more from the 
offence.
A considerable advantage accruing to the data 
1 See following and Chapter 6.
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is that it is likely to be as complete as possible, owing 
to the special circumstances surrounding a business enterprise 
that hires out detectives (rather than detection staff 
being employed by a particular store or group of stores).
By this is meant that a detective who is sent by an external 
firm to different stores most working days, is under more 
constant pressure to prove herself by apprehending shoplifters 
than one who is employed constantly by one store or one 
group or stores. (However, this same detective is carefully 
trained not to arrest people without sufficient evidence as 
the firm might have to pay damages for unlawful arrest).^
The detective employed directly by a store might, and sometimes 
does, let go the pensioner who steals a couple of oxo cubes, 
without even apprehending him, but this is much less likely 
with the detective on hire. Even a "catch" of only a few 
pence brought back to the manager's office is evidence both 
to the manager and the agency that the detective is earning 
her pay. Therefore, excluding all the hidden influences 
working to bias who the detective actually sees shoplifting, 
as nearly as possible all the shoplifters she sees are brought 
back and are thus entered on the security firm's records.
The few exceptions obviously include a preponderance of 
active male thieves.
1 The store detective agency whose data is used laid 
considerable emphasis when training detectives on 
their rules governing arrest procedure. Other 
agencies may or may not be so scrupulous.
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(t>) Data obtained from interviews and work study
The second part of the research involved material 
obtained from security representatives of (mostly) large 
groups of stores. Persons interviewed included company 
directors, managers, staff, chief security officers and 
store detectives. What Richardson^ calls "non-schedule 
standardised interviews" were used. That is there was a 
definite group of items that had to be covered but questions 
were phrased and ordered to suit the individual respondent, 
and, in fact, interesting deviations from the subject 
matter, though still concerning shoplifting, were allowable, 
and in fact occurred frequently during the interview.
The topics covered by the interview were bisadly
as follows
1. Arrest procedure used
2. Usefulness or otherwise of Regent Street, 
Oxford Street, Knightsbridge Associations 
of large stores (only suitable for depart­
ment stores)
3. Shoplifting as a problem
4. Store prosecution policy
5. Existence of stereotype of shoplifter
6. Techniques used by shoplifters
7. What shoplifters steal
8. Opinions about kleptomania and other 
physical and mental problems
9. Do drunks and drug addicts steal?
10. Professional shoplifters
11. How shoplifters react when caught
12. Opinions of shoplifters and why they steal
13. Other security problems e.g. forged cheques, 
pickpockets, staff thefts
1 Richardson S.A. et al. Interviewing - its forms and 
functions (1965) New York. Basic Books, pp.45-51
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14. Attitudes towards the law in general, 
and in relation to shoplifting
15. Store's relationship with the police
16. Store detectives - who they are, why 
they take it up, etc.
Forty firm representatives were interviewed, nearly all 
being in the categories already mentioned; the exceptions 
were one personnel officer and two public relations officers.
The interviews covered most types of store likely to be 
affected by much shoplifting: department, variety chain
stores and self-service food stores. Interviews were also 
held with the managers or security officers of four book­
stores and groups of bookstores, as book stealing is a 
branch of shoplifting long regarded as having intrinsic interest
Two store detective training courses were 
attended, one a preliminary course and the other for the 
experienced detective, at which conversations were held 
(covering most of the topics of the questionnaire) with 
about thirty store detectives; roughly 85% of those present.
To obtain first hand experience of the nature 
of the store detective's job, a detective employed by a 
large group of supermarkets was accompanied one or two days 
a week, on different days, for a period of four months.
The detective would go from day to day to a group of about 
12 different stores, mainly in the south London area.
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15 shoplifters were seen to be followed and apprehended in 
that time, and those who were prosecuted were accompanied 
to the police station. Permission was granted for inter­
views to be conducted in the manager's office, with those 
shoplifters (eleven) who were not prosecuted, but in the 
circumstances it was found that only very few and general 
questions could be asked. The suspects were usually in a 
distraught condition and for both humanitarian and practical 
reasons any attempts at covering a specific schedule of 
questions had to be abandoned. Several days were also 
spent in accompanying detectives in central London depart­
ment stores. One of these stores made available their 
statistics of shoplifters caught for 1968 and the first part 
of 1969. The data obtainable was more limited than that 
of the main survey, but it enabled a comparison to be made 
between the major London branch of the store, and one of 
its counterparts in the provinces. This was useful in 
providing a direct contrast between London department store 
shoplifting and shoplifting in Nottingham using exactly the 
same type of store as a control.
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CHAPTER 3 
SOME ASPECTS OF DISHONESTY IN STORES 
1• Shoplifting as a proportion of shrinkage
Shoplifters contribute to "shrinkage".^ This 
involves stock or money lost by a store, so entailing a 
reduction in profit. Any direct loss of cash takings for 
a shop (usually in the form of theft from the till) obviously 
produces a reduction in profit - or shrinkage. However, 
shoplifting also assists in producing shrinkage, through 
stock loss and the consequent lowered profits. Any loss 
of or damage to a store's stock causes shrinkage as although 
the retailer has paid the wholesaler for the stock, it cannot 
now be sold, or only at reduced prices. A store's shrinkage 
is calculated for a set period of time and in terms of the 
Retail Selling Price. It consists of the total value of 
what has been sold plus what is left on the shelves, taken 
from the total value of what was in stock, over a certain 
time span. Although the two sets of figures should in 
theory be equal, the former set is always smaller. Some 
stock has always been damaged or has disappeared and some 
cash profit will have been removed.
Shrinkage is expressed as a percentage of total
1 Apparently the term 'shrinkage' is derived from "loss of 
weight in bacon when exposed to the air for some time."
See Sofer p.208 n.
103
store turnover. The turnover is the gross amount of money 
paid in to the store by customers over a given time. An / 
average supermarket turnover could be about £5,000 per week, 
but £50 of it (in goods and cash) might disappear in that 
time, indicating that shrinkage is 1% of the turnover.
What percentage loss or shrinkage a shop can 
successfully contain depends entirely on the profit margin. 
In a department store this could be about 8% of gross turn­
over. Self-service stores and supermarkets work to a much 
lower margin - under half that of department stores - about 
3%%. Shrinkage is a direct cut out of profit. A 2% loss 
means over half the profits gone in a supermarket and a 
quarter gone in a department store.
Store managers and security officers are, not 
surprisingly, discreet about their figures for loss. 1% 
or under is generally accepted as "good" for a self-service 
store but it can rise much higher:-
"This 1 per cent shrinkage figure is said
to be acceptable to most operatores ....
(But) a 3 per cent shrinkage is not unlikely 
where the management is extremely poor, 
and since 3 per cent net profit is likely to 
be the average profit this means no profit 
at all."^
1 Self Service and Supermarket. Feb. 1965 (Reprint)
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Multiple and department stores can allow a rather 
higher percentage loss; department stores particularly. A 
number of department store security officers who declined 
to give their own shrinkage figures said that for some 
other stores - always other stores! - losses could rise as 
high as 5% or 6% at times. One multiple store admitted 
to shrinkage varying between 1.2% and 1.7%; another put it 
at 1.5%; but these percentages may have been under­
estimations .
Oddly enough, a very small loss is not necessarily 
a good sign. Shoplifting and staff thefts are an indication 
that merchandise is easily available to customers as well 
as thieves. High rates of theft often co-exist with a large 
sales volume. American information supports this:-
"In some branches of retail merchandising, 
on the other hand, store protection 
officials admit ruefully that inventory 
shortage is no problem. One large chain 
of bookdealers reported less than a 0.5 
per cent loss. Instead of regarding 
this miniscule loss as a cause for rejoicing, 
it was regarded as the result of "old 
fashioned" merchandising methods including 
much personal service by a large staff of 
sales clerks. "Certainly," said the 
security representative, "we have a small 
inventory shortage, but our payroll for 
sales personnel cuts our profit to almost 
nothing. We could be ahead by accepting 
the inevitability of shoplifting. Self- 
service plus all the loss it will bring
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will net us more profit in the long run 
than individualised service with almost 
no loss at all.""1
Store managers are responsible to head office
for both rate of sales and shrinkage figures. If the
proportion of loss rises above certain limits for several 
weeks running, the manager's job may be in danger. This 
situation is a particularly real possibility for supermarket 
and self-service managers as the profit margin is already 
so small. One security firm official claimed that self- 
service stores are in general more interested than depart­
ment stores in employing their security staff, because an 
equivalent percentage stock loss is a proportionally 
greater worry to them.
In fact, because of the speed of turnover, and
the relatively informal method of pricing goods in self-
service stores, there is opportunity for managers to reduce 
the amount of shrinkage in their own, sometimes illegal, 
ways, known as "buncing". Buncing involves obtaining 
more than the arranged retail price for the goods. Managers 
can do this by delaying price cuts on quick selling stock, 
or simply putting a penny or two on the price. They may 
mark price reductions on some of a particular line, but 
leave the rest marked at the original price.
1 Cameron p.17
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Another method of buncing involves collusion 
with a cashier. Several security officers mentioned it 
and one version has appeared in a national newspaper
"a bottle of ketchup is left on the 
counter by the till, and every customer 
has it added on to his bill. If he 
complains? "Sorry, sir, wasn't this 
yours?" The manager is making 350 
bottles of ketchup a day.
The bottle of ketchup (or tin of coffee - anything ordinary 
and fairly costly) is not, in fact, added on to every 
customer's bill. The smaller the bill, the more obvious 
it is to add on something extra, so people who buy only up 
to the value of about ten shillings are safe from this 
trick. The manager, of course, does not receive any of 
the money from the ketchup. As the entire bill has been 
registered, he cannot actually steal the extra money from 
the till; but it is useful in reducing his figures of 
stock loss.
The methods of "buncing" mentioned above appear 
to lessen stock loss and give an artificial impression of 
"good stocks" instead of "bad stocks". One nation-wide 
chain of supermarkets forbade "buncing" in 1969 and for 
some weeks, managers with particularly "bad" stocks, who 
had previously relied on buncing were understandably
1 Moorehead C. p.10
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anxious about their jobs. However, several weeks later 
the old state of affairs reappeared unopposed, presumably 
because profits showed a sharp decline.
The job of supermarket manager is arduous with 
long hours although the pay may be good in a very large 
store. There is constant pressure (in the form of bonuses 
and possible loss of job) to increase turnover and to keep 
shrinkage within certain limits.
One wonders if a separate category of criminals 
should be devised which - like Sutherland's white collar 
criminals - commit crimes in the course of their occupation, 
but unlike Sutherland's group, need not be "of respectability 
and high social status"^ and commit their crimes, not for 
simple monetary gain, but to keep and protect their jobs.
2
Supermarket buncing is an example of this 
possibly rare type of crime. It is undertaken with no 
view to direct personal gain. It is rather a means of 
keeping the status quo - holding on to one's job.
When considering what shrinkage in fact consists 
of, it is first of all possible to consider it as visible or 
invisible. In the former case the cause is obvious. Some 
stock might have had to be sold at a reduced price because
1 Sutherland (1949) p.9
2 when it involves breaking the law
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it was soiled in handling. (Staff are known sometimes to 
damage goods accidentally on purpose" so they may buy 
them at a greatly reduced price.) Some goods may be so 
damaged that they are considered unsaleable.
Invisible shrinkage is caused by money or stock 
that has somehow disappeared - or was never there in the 
case of "short" deliveries. One Chief Security Officer 
interviewed estimated visible shrinkage as 35% and invisible 
as 65% of stock loss.
Another way of looking at shrinkage is to divide 
it into that brought about by error or that brought about 
by dishonesty. A security firm estimates the proportions 
in the following way
ERROR DISHONESTY 
35% BACK DOOR - delivery men, staff 10% 25%
15% WASTE - breakage, spoiled, etc. 10% 5%
25% POINT OF SALE, CHECKING SYSTEM 5% 20%
25% SHOPLIFTING by customers 2 ^
25% 75%
The firm recognises that the actual percentages given could
reasonably be called into question and would certainly vary 
from store to store, but it is believed that the proportions 
are fairly representative.
A number of stores questioned declined to give 
any estimation of the proportions of shrinkage attributable
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to shoplifting, staff theft, etc., as they claimed it would 
be little more than guess work, but those who were prepared 
to estimate gave almost surprisingly similar percentages.
It is to be hoped that the agreement points to a fair degree 
of accuracy and the figures are, at any rate, useful in 
demonstrating the relative importance of shoplifting as 
compared with other forms of shrinkage.
The stores which ventured percentages said that 
70-75% of shrinkage was caused by staff or customer dis­
honesty, and the rest was owing to error. They mostly 
agreed that staff stealing was more of a problem than shop­
lifting, estimating about 30% of shrinkage to shoplifting 
and 40% to staff theft. These figures agree closely with 
the percentages given above.
2. Staff thefts
The actual numbers of staff thieves appear to 
be very much lower than those of shoplifters, but the total 
value of their thefts seems to be a great deal more.
Peijster investigated the statistics over a four year period 
of a Dutch department store and found the following:
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Type of No. of Value of theft Daily av.
thief thieves no. of
Staff 33 just over; 850 staff
Dfl. 57,000
Shop- just under: 20-25,000
lifters 1062 Dfl. 16,000 shoppers
A nation wide group of self-service stores 
questioned stated that in 1968 they dealt with 2619 cases 
of shoplifting and only 199 cases of staff theft. However, 
most security officers interviewed in the present survey were 
reticent about revealing numbers. The majority did say 
that while staff thieves caught numbered far fewer than 
shoplifters, they were more important as far as value went.
It can be very difficult to catch staff stealing with such 
evidence as would be acceptable in court and so a smaller 
proportion of staff thieves tend to get prosecuted. Quite 
often, if the amount involved is little the manager will 
merely seek an opportunity to dismiss the assistant concerned.
It can be difficult to rid oneself of suspected 
staff. They cannot be dismissed without a reason, and the 
manager would be stupid to give their stealing as the cause, 
if his evidence will not stand up in court. He could be 
sued successfully for defamation of character.
A upermarket store detective related the 
following incident, which serves as an indication of the
1 Peijster p.2
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lengths to which a very few store managers are prepared to 
go in ridding themselves of unwanted staff. In this case 
the girl, a cashier, seemed completely honest, her short­
coming being that she was West Indian. The manager, on 
several occasions before, in my presence, had expressed 
unfavourable opinions of his entire West Indian staff.
One of the girl's customers returned to the store and told 
the manager that her till slip was £2 short, though in fact 
it was soon discovered that she had picked up the wrong 
one. Meanwhile, the manager offered the girl £2 for herself 
if she would admit that she had under rung. The girl 
refused and told the manager to stop trying to bribe her.
The store detective commented that if she had admitted to 
under ringing, the manager would have had adequate grounds 
for dismissing her.
The magnitude of loss from staff stealing being 
well known, store detectives and security officers in many 
stores have to do frequent but irregular test purchasing 
for cashiers, spot checks as staff leave the store, and 
staff purchase checks. Staff seem to work in collusion 
quite frequently. The meat counter assistant may give 
other staff meat at half price etc. A store detective 
mentioned one store, a supermarket, where eleven staff 
were found to be in collusion over staff purchases.
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Delivery men and staff often appear to collaborate 
in stealing, A member of staff has to sign for a delivery 
of goods, but if no adequate check is kept on him, part of 
the stock in the van may never reach the shelves but be sold 
elsewhere with the delivery man and store man sharing the 
profits. Interestingly enough, opinions of delivery men's 
lack of honesty were more or less universal among security 
staff
"99% of delivery men are crooked."
"I suppose they're not all rogues. 
Probably 1 in every 100 is honest."
"Van men are a breed apart. I've 
never come across an honest one."
"The delivery men are a very skilled 
bunch at thieving".
"Delivery men are the greatest fiddlers 
ever."
A security officer suggested that delivery work 
might attract the "wrong type" in the first place, and 
whether or not this is so, it is not unnatural that some 
will take advantage of the widespread opportunities their 
work affords for theft, many of which involve accomplices. 
An ex-police inspector emphasizes
"Crooked delivery-men can corrupt almost 
any storeman. They instigate many of 
the larger conspiracies.
1 Meek V. Private Enquiries (1967) London, Duckworth p.64
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Consequently, just as staff theft in a store can 
reach high proportions due to fairly constant exposure to 
temptation and opportunity for organised theft, the delivery 
man as well can make very frequent depredations on store 
merchandise once he begins to steal. On Wednesday, 
12.11.69., at Great Marlborough Street Magistrates' Court, 
a young delivery man who had only been working at his job 
for a few months was accused, on nine charges, of falsifying 
delivery receipts. He pleaded guilty and asked for 63 
similar cases to be taken into consideration.
"Bent" cashiers make a very sizeable contribution 
to shrinkage, although one conscientious store detective 
complained that a few supermarket managers "just don't want 
to know" about their thefts as they find getting and keeping 
staff such a problem.
Whatever is rung up on the till cannot later 
be stolen from it by a cashier with a wish to keep her 
theft secret, as the discrepancy between what is on the 
till roll and what is in the till cannot be hidden. This 
means that the way in which the cashier steals money is by 
under ringing. Store detectives are trained to watch for 
the cashier who covers the till with some sort of display, 
so that the total is obscured. Also: "If the cashier
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rings up a lot of No Sales, you can be sure she's taking 
money out.
A common method used by till girls occurs when 
a customer is in a hurry and gives the right money - say 
15/6d. The girl could just ring up 5/6d., and later, 
when the store is quiet, withdraw the 10/- from the till. 
This popular method is well known by store detectives who 
will make a test purchase in the guise of a hurried customer 
with the correct change to see if the cashier is "fiddling" 
in that way.
Another well known device is used by cashiers 
who pretend that they have forgotten one item - say for 
3/6d., when the till slip has been totalled and torn off 
the till roll. They very carefully write down the extra 
item on the customer's bill, and re-total it, take the 
extra 3/6d., and put it in the till while it is still open. 
But they can take the money out again whenever they like, 
because the second, and important till roll, the one inside 
the till, has not been altered to add on the 3/6d.
Effective methods of theft can be used in the 
type of store where the bill is written out by the sales 
staff using a carbon underneath. If it is something like 
11/- for the customer, the bottom copy can, with just one
1 Senior Store Detective on advanced training course
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stroke with the back of a pen on the top copy - it will 
come out underneath - be converted into 4/-. So change 
will come back for 4/- and the sales assistant has made 
7/- on the transaction.
A rather less subtle trick, though very effective, 
had occurred at a supermarket investigated. A new cashier 
had disappeared at the end of her first morning, together 
with the contents of her till. She would have made any­
thing up to about £100. Staff shortages are often so acute 
with low pay and uncongenial conditions, that references 
are very often not enquired into, even for cashiers.
Managers and cashiers in collusion have great 
scope for unofficially increasing their income. The date 
on the till roll can be changed an hour earlier every day 
until they have a whole day's takings. If the till roll 
for the extra day is destroyed, the only sign Head Office 
would have that something was wrong, would be the comparatively 
small takings of one particular till, and even that could 
perhaps be disguised. It is not unknown for the manager 
of a supermarket to set up his own till as several store 
detectives pointed out, and as Sir John Cohen once discovered.
Cash and carry warehouses are designed like
1 According to Fallon I. The sick, needy, and the greedy.
(23.11.69) Sunday Telegraph p.27
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supermarkets with large trolleys for the customers instead 
of wire baskets. There is ample opportunity here for the 
retailer to steal from the wholesaler. A fairly common 
method is for the customer to put a small package inside a 
larger one, thus only getting charged for the larger package 
at the check out. There seems to be very little security 
in these places.
3. Customer dishonesty other than shoplifting
Although the discussion of staff stealing is now 
complete, there are another two classes of thieves to be 
considered before the shoplifter is finally investigated. 
Both types masquerade as customers, and the first consists 
of pickpockets and "dippers" or "dips". "Dippers" remove 
purses from handbags while they are on the victim’s arm.
Or, if a handbag is left unattended for a moment, for 
instance while someone is trying on a coat in a department 
store, the dipper will take the bag and empty it of the 
purse, wallet, cheque book and driving licence. The 
driving licence, or a comparable document, is taken to 
serve as identification for the stolen cheques used.
Pickpockets and dippers will follow customers 
around for some time to ensure they have enough in their
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pockets or handbags to make the theft worth while. The 
sight of an open handbag thrown carelessly on the ground 
in a quiet corner, or the lavatory of a large store, is 
not uncommon, particularly in department stores. The 
thieves know that it is in this type of store they are most 
likely to get a good haul, including a cheque book. They 
get rid of the handbag - as being bulky and very incriminating 
as soon as possible. Pickpockets and "dippers" like large 
crowds to work among, as they afford extreme closeness of 
proximity to the victim, even to the extent of jo.stling, a 
wide choice of victims, a great obstacle to pursuit, and 
anonymity.
An American protection manager studied the time 
of day when this type of theft is most likely to occur, 
and concluded that:-
"Most picks occur later in the day, when 
women are more likely to be carrying 
packages and may be less alert, due to 
fatigue."1
But later in the day the women will have less money on them. 
Probably stores, especially department stores, are more 
crowded in the afternoon and facilitate the thieves' work.
The above class of offenders consists, in itself,
1 Edwards L. Shoplifting and Shrinkage Protection for Stores 
(1958) 111. Springfield, p.75
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of no threat to the store, although there is evidence to 
show that they shoplift as well, or used to shoplift.^
The remaining category, however, is a major source of 
loss to many department stores. It comprises the 
customer who pays with stolen cheques. Unless the person 
responsible is caught before he disposes of what he has 
obtained, the amount is completely lost, as the real owner 
of the cheque book will usually by then have stopped pay­
ment through his bank.
A few of the higher class department stores 
consider stolen cheques to be, in value, more of a problem 
than shoplifting. One security officer estimated that if 
no precautions were used, losses through them would be up 
to 2%% of all cheques taken. Another officer stated that 
stolen cheque books are sold for as little as £10, presumably 
because their absence is so quickly discovered, that they 
very soon become "hot".
The West End of London is a particularly 
notorious area for "bouncing" cheques. The Regent Street, 
Oxford Street and Knightsbridge Associations of large stores 
have developed an effective method for keeping their losses 
within reasonably limits. When a cheque received at a 
store "bounces", all the information known about it is
1 Gibbens & Prince pp.32-3
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telephoned to a couple of other stores, who in turn inform 
others so that soon most of the major stores in that area 
have the means to detect further passes. West End Central 
Police station have a cheque fraud squad which was set up 
to deal exclusively with this problem.
4. Shoplifting
Shoplifters themselves may loosely be divided 
into amateurs and professionals. As Cameron says, pro­
fessionals, or commercial thieves, "steal for profit while 
pilferers or snitches steal for u s e . S o m e ,  though fall 
between the two groups. They may only steal to sell in a 
fairly small way, so that they have to have other means of 
supplementing their income. The elderly men, mentioned 
by Meek, who steal socks, shirts, vests, cardigans, etc., 
and who keep some for their own use while trying to sell 
the rest cheaply to friends and in cafes, come into this 
category.^
The vast majority of shoplifters are amateurs. 
This is the opinion of all security officials and store 
detectives who have been interviewed, and every published 
work on shoplifting which has mentioned this aspect of the
1 Cameron p.39
2 Meek p. 35
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subject. Percentages are often ventured by both store 
officials and investigators - Gibbens and Prince said that 
only 6.2% of their sample of convicted shoplifters were 
professional.^ This percentage is unlikely to be very 
representative as so many factors work to bias the numbers 
of those lifters who actually end up convicted of their 
thefts. Store managers are much more liable to prosecute 
those they believe to be professionals so one might expect 
the 6.2% to be artificially high. However, one would expect 
the professional to be caught less often than the amateur, 
so this would push up their real proportion; but there are 
no indications that the two conflicting influences serve 
neatly to cancel each other out.
There are other, even less measurable, influences 
at work. Even if many professional shoplifters can be 
discerned by their attitude towards arrest and the number 
of previous convictions in conjunction with the amount and 
type of property they stole, this is no infallible guide.
Some may have been so adept that they were just never caught 
before; others may have been arrested stealing some relatively 
inexpensive item, and, hoping not to be prosecuted, they 
would be unlikely to drop many hints as to the commercial 
nature of their stealing. The above are not by any means
1 Gibbens & Prince p.31
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the only biassing factors, but they serve to show that it is 
really only useful to state that professional shoplifters 
are far outnumbered by amateurs.
Nonetheless, depending on the class and type of 
store, the proportion of amateur to professional thieves 
may vary considerably. This study is primarily concerned 
with shoplifting in department and self-service stores. 
Lifting occurs in virtually all kinds of shops, but it seems 
to appear in the greatest quantity in the above two stores. 
Most previous studies of shoplifting have concentrated either 
on a few department stores, or else shoplifting convictions 
for one or more magistrates* courts. They have therefore 
been unable to undertake a comparison in any detail of 
different classes of stores.
To consider department stores: on average,
the more expensive a store's merchandise (in other words - 
the "higher class" a store is), the fewer customers there 
are per sales assistant, and the less crowded the store.
This situation is comparatively daunting for the would-be 
amateur, though the professional is more interested in 
expensive merchandise. This means that the higher the 
class of store, the smaller the proportion of amateur 
thieves, and the larger the proportion of professionals.
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Making allowance for the adequacy of store protection 
methods, in general while the absolute numbers of shop­
lifters decrease, the proportion of professionals increases 
with the class of store.
One department store investigated demonstrates 
the most extreme example of the type of shoplifter to be 
found in high class stores. Customers are comparatively 
few in number, almost all being women and very often known 
at least by sight to the large sales staff. The security 
officer pointed out that it is a family store in that if 
the mother went there, then the daughter will go. Nearly 
all shoplifters caught are professionals. As professional 
shoplifters include a large number of men (men constitute 
80% of known members of the Australian gang) and this 
store's customers are nearly all women, all men who enter it 
are watched.
Towards the other end of the scale are the 
variety chain stores and the inexpensive department stores 
with their bargain basements. Professionals certainly 
visit them but the more exclusive stores, although difficult 
to steal in, provide the high quality, expensive merchandise 
that is most profitable to them.
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Self-service stores and supermarkets are perhaps 
at the very opposite extreme to the high class department 
store in this context and indications are that the vast 
majority of their shoplifters are amateurs. The comparative 
cheapness and perishability of the goods make self-service 
stores unattractive to professionals although the situation 
has been changing. Recently supermarkets have been enlarging 
their range of stock to include clothing and, in some cases, 
a fairly wide range of electrical and household equipment. 
While the more highly organised teams are still concentrating 
on department stores, data from this survey does suggest that 
the semi-professionals mentioned earlier, and perhaps less 
experienced professionals are not too proud to join the 
hordes of amateurs in the larger supermarkets. While I 
was accompanying a store detective around one of the largest 
supermarkets in London, a semi-professional shoplifter of 
about 20 was caught who admitted to being a drug addict.
While waiting for the police he said he took the article - 
an iron worth over £4 - to sell in the street market outside 
the store, to obtain money for drugs.
According to some security officers, the more 
expensive and durable foods, such as tins of ham, are not 
immune from professionals, and Christmas seems to be these 
shoplifters' peak period in the supermarkets. One security
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officer even knew of a gang which used to work in the Liver­
pool area. It is interesting to speculate whether, in the 
more highly organised teams of pilferers, the supermarket 
forms a sort of relatively safe training ground for the 
novice, as stealing from them is comparatively easy. Never­
theless, the general attitude of the professional to super­
market shoplifting is quite possibly summed up in the words 
of a supermarket security officer:-
"You get the occasional professional, but 
it's undignified for him in a supermarket."
Presumably it would appear that he does not make enough 
money to be able to buy essentials like food. This would 
at any rate go towards explaining the scarcity of professional 
shoplifters in food stores. Illegal, as well as legal, 
occupations are graded by status, and it is thus not sur­
prising to find some evidence of status consciousness among 
professional shoplifters, the more particularly as shop­
lifting is graded low among criminal activities.^
2
5. The Professional Shoplifter
Professional shoplifters were divided into two
1 See Morris T. & P. Pentonville (1963) London, Routledge
& Eegan Paul pp.276-7. Prisoners convicted of larceny 
in general are of comparatively low status.
2 See Sutherland E.H. The Professional Thief (1937) 111.
Univ. of Chicago Press, pp.48-52. Fabian R.. The Anatomy 
of Crime (1970) London, Pelham, pp.67-9. Bishop C. 
Women and Crime (1931) London, Chatto & Windus pp.7 & 8
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categories by several department store security officers.
The first class consists of the small groups, of anything 
from two to about six members. Three is the most common 
number; two women come in and shoplift, one perhaps creating 
a diversion for the other, while a man keeps lookout for them, 
often while seated with a newspaper, like a bored husband.
The other category consists of the gangs.
Members may shoplift in the small group pattern but they are 
part of a larger gang. There are apparently several known 
London gangs, but the best known, and possibly the largest 
gang of all is that of the Australians. Owing to the wide 
publicity given the Australian shoplifters, something is 
known about their organisation. It seems that members are 
paid a salary, and take orders for specific articles to 
obtain the correct sizes, colours, etc. Members specialize 
in certain merchandise, so there are the fur coat boys, the 
china and glass boys, and so on.
Periodically, at high risk times likes Christmas 
and the sales, London police send the largest stores detailed 
information, including photographs of known members of the 
gang. The Australian gang seems to have been in London 
since about 1961, and from details about known numbers, the 
proportion is 4 to 1, men to women. Nearly all the men are
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Australian and are aged between 25 and 40. They often have 
a number of aliases. Most of the women are Australian, 
though a substantial minority are English. They are mainly 
in their twenties and thirties and half at least have con­
victions connected with prostitution.
At Christmas, 1967, 50 members were known; a 
year later the number had doubled, perhaps partly due to 
the massive publicity given the gang in August 1968. On 
the 28th of that month a meeting of the large London stores 
was held to discuss the problem.^ According to one 
security officer, interviewed in 1970, the founder of the 
gang is now dead, and very few of the original gang are 
still shoplifting. He also said that indications suggest 
that members are possibly moving on to still more lucrative 
forms of theft.
The attitude of store security staff towards the 
Australians varied considerably. Some dismissed them fairly 
lightly, saying that the whole affair had been blown up out 
of all proportion, whereas others told - at second hand - 
anecdotes of their exploits which would seem to endow them 
with virtually superhuman qualities. One detective said 
impressively that they could clear the store - absolutely
1 See, for example - Ponder J. The Strine Gang (28.8.68)
Evening Standard p.15
Also, Woodham A. Crooks in Store (28.8.68) Evening News
p.10
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clear it - in minutes with no assistant daring to obstruct 
them if (of course) security staff was not immediately 
available.
Great stress was laid on how well dressed the 
Australian men are. In fact, expensive suits seem to be so 
much associated with professional male shoplifters, and 
especially Australians, that almost any man in a good quality 
suit who enters a department store is liable to be watched 
for a time, particularly if he is accompanied by a male friend. 
For example, two well dressed men entered a department store 
when I was accompanying one of the store detectives. They 
made purposefully for the first floor. Immediately, both 
the store detective and the security officer followed them.
They turned out to be buyers, but before this was known, I 
was asked to go up close to them to listen and find out if 
they had Australian accents: several department store security
staff said that by then, merely hearing an Australian accent 
in a store, puts them on the alert straight away.
Professional shoplifters have been discussed in 
some detail because their organisation gives some indication 
of the methods they use. The amateur shoplifter is more 
of a problem to describe, as the term covers a number of 
categories. A store detective said.
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"There are three categories that I know 
of - the amateurs, the professionals 
and the nuts - who'll pick up anything."
The real situation would seem to be considerably more 
complicated. For example, Wolfgang Doleisch divides the 
amateurs into occasional and persistent shoplifters, the 
first being seduced by an article while in the store, and 
the persistent thief seeking out opportunities and entering 
stores with the intention of stealing.^ The kleptomaniac 
is yet another possible class of amateur shoplifters.
However, the different categories of amateur shoplifter will 
be dealt with more fully elsewhere.
A number of rather apocryphal stories are cir­
culated among security staff, about what the "real" pro­
fessionals can get away with. It would seem that if a 
thief is audacious enough about it, he can sometimes success­
fully undertake some astonishing thefts. One tall story 
involves the theft of two grand pianos from a large furniture 
store. Another is that of a store manager courteously 
holding a door open for a lifter walking out with a record 
player.
At another store, several fur coats were on 
display in the window. Some professionals, disguised as
1 Doleisch p.3
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window dressers, got in the window one afternoon and removed 
the coats. The store manager commented appreciatively 
that they must have been "real" professionals as they knew 
how to unscrew the arms of the models to get the coats off.
Another anecdote related by a book store manager 
was admitted by him to be unsubstantiated. It seems that 
one volume of a very expensive dictionary in two parts was 
stolen. The assistants were told to keep the remaining 
book on display. A careful watch was kept and, sure enough, 
the thief came back for it and was arrested!
One very profitable method of stealing for both 
the amateur and professional, is to shoplift some article, 
return it to the store, or another branch of the store, 
and ask for the money back. Those stores that do refund 
money on merchandise thus lay the system open to widespread 
abuse. A particularly favourable point about this device 
for the professional thief is that the full retail price of 
the article is acquired. The professional who sells usually 
to a fence, can only obtain a fraction of the retail selling 
price.
Some stores have a fairly effective way of dealing 
with this hazard as they have introduced a means by which 
goods can be distinguished as sold or unsold. Some part of
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the price ticket may be torn off, or it can be stamped in 
some way to denote that the commodity has been officially 
sold.
A fairly brazen-professional could bluff out 
the affair by stating flatly that the sales assistant must 
have been negligent in his case, but, as a store official 
said, the amateur will usually just not have the nerve to 
do so.
Most goods that the professional is interested 
in cannot simply be exchanged again over the counter, for 
money. This practice is most common among the cheaper 
chain stores which are not the professionals* favourite 
haunt. The commercial shoplifter generally takes the 
stolen property to a receiver or "fence" and obtains about 
one third of the retail price for it. The police occasionally 
search shoplifters* homes for stolen property, but an 
experienced store detective safld that professionals never 
leave goods lying around at home. Their haul is "hot" 
and must be disposed of as quickly as possible.
It was pointed out by a security officer, how 
easy it was to dispose of goods in London "with Soho round 
the corner." The security representative of a bookstore 
stated that his professionals sell to libraries and colleges.
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He said, rather bitterly, that these institutions ask no 
questions, happy to get books at reduced prices. An enter­
prising gang of professionals used to run a bookshop in a 
university town, stocked with the volumes they had stolen 
from his store, until they were arrested.
A well known trick still used successfully by 
some professionals is to act suspiciously as if shoplifting 
in front of a store detective, though in fact getting rid 
of the merchandise, so that they can obtain damages for false 
arrest. Detectives admit that a good professional can 
*’smell" them out, just as a good detective is supposed to be 
able to distinguish shoplifters before they have started 
stealing. And both shoplifters and store detectives in 
London will sometimes attend central magistrates* courts 
like Great Marlborough Street especially to memorise each 
others* faces. In this way, a professional will be able 
to seek out a detective in a store and act hi pretence of 
stealing.
The only difficulty the lifter encounters in 
doing this is in quietly getting rid of the property he has 
ostentatiously stolen, before the store detective arrests 
him. He has usually plenty of time in which to do this 
as detectives very rarely make an arrest before the suspect
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is outside the store. This is not necessary legally, but 
if the case gets to court, the store stands a much better 
chance of getting a conviction if the arrest occurred outside.
It is necessary for the professional to be very 
discreet in getting rid of the merchandise while the detective 
is following. A good detective will watch constantly and 
carefully to make sure that the merchandise is retained.
The store detective is employed primarily to reduce store 
losses, in other words, to save the firm money, and, in 
theory, never makes an arrest unless she is positive that 
the property is still retained by the thief. Detectives 
who make mistakes and involve stores in law suits for 
wrongful arrest cost the firm a lot of money, directly in 
legal compensation and sometimes indirectly in the adverse 
publicity involved.
A variant on this theme involves an accomplice.
One steals the article openly as already described, but 
instead of "dumping" it, he covertly passes it to his 
accomplice who quietly leaves the store. This means that 
not only do they get damages for false arrest but the stolen 
property as well. The director of a security firm said 
that two young men recently worked their way right down 
Oxford Street using this method. The one who had passed the
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property to his friend, would protest his innocence very 
loudly, making a scene as he was brought back. Next morning 
the store would get a solicitor's letter. Apparently they 
were successful in twelve Oxford Street stores before 
being caught. One wonders whether they used the same 
solicitor all twelve times.
Most stores will settle a suit for false arrest 
out of court and often for as much as £100. They may have 
to pay yet more if charges of assault are brought as well.
(No doubt the fraudulent lifter who creates a disturbance 
does so partly hoping that the security staff will be incited 
to use over persuasive techniques to get him to the office.) 
The attendant publicity of a court case is considered very 
undesirable, particularly by old established and "high class" 
firms. It is very probable that the claims made by the 
young men already mentioned were settled out of court as 
the individual stores would want to keep the whole affair 
quiet, and from other stores, as well as the public. This 
would certainly explain how it was they managed to use the 
same method on so many stores in the same area before being 
discovered.
6. Shoplifting methods appropriate to department stores 
There are wide variations in methods used for
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shoplifting depending on a number of variables including 
the type and size of article to be stolen, store layout, 
and the experience of the lifter. Gadgets are certainly 
used by some thieves, both amateur and professional, though 
the more sophisticated techniques are mostly used by 
professionals. However, there are definite drawbacks to 
using artificial aids in stealing. As A.E. Cox says :-
"... on apprehension it is immediately 
apparent that the person is a professional 
and the sentence accordingly severe. The 
professional of today seems to have assessed 
more accurately the risk of detection and 
the consequences which follow than his 
predecessor. If caught, he or she likes 
to be in the position where the court will 
treat the offence as an ordinary shoplifting 
offence ....
Security staff say that another related reason 
for not using gadgets in shoplifting is that the professional 
nearly always pleads not guilty if he thinks he has any 
chance of getting away with it. If he is found with aids 
on him to facilitate his crime, his chances of a successful 
'not guilty plea' are correspondingly slight. Why it is 
in the professional's interests to plead not guilty is 
because he usually has "form" (previous convictions).
Previous convictions are taken into account when sentencing 
but if a not guilty plea is made, the magistrate is not
1 Cox pp.427-8
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informed of the offender's past record until he has judged 
him guilty. It is not surprising that the professional 
with form pleads 'not guilty'. He is backing a possible 
complete escape against a definite conviction with a likely 
period of imprisonment.
In spite of the drawbacks, artificial devices 
are quite often used by professional shoplifters, the best 
known being the "booster box". "Booster" is an American 
term for commercial shoplifter.^ The booster box is a lot 
more widely used in America than over here, though recently, 
some store detectives questioned on this survey had discovered 
shoplifters with this device. It consists of a fairly large 
oblong box skilfully tied up with paper and string as a 
parcel; there is often an address written on it to give 
greater authenticity. One of the narrow ends consists of 
a flap with a hinge. It can be pushed open to insert some 
stolen commodity, and will spring back into position again. 
Sometimes there is no hinge but a hook is used instead which 
the thief has to do up himself. The parcel is tied very 
cleverly so that the string appears to have no breaks, though 
in fact it must be glued down at the ends where the division 
occurs for the flap. The booster box need not be in the
form of a box at all. A clever shoplifter may use one in
1 c.f. Cameron "The Booster and the Snitch". Snitch is 
the term for an amateur
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the form of a brief case or even a transistor radio.
Another version of the booster box involves a 
perfectly ordinary looking shopping bag. It has a small 
hole in the bottom over which can be placed a folded news­
paper. The shopping bag may be placed on the counter
over a light article such as a silk scarf, capable of being
pulled through the hole, and while the shopper is apparently 
rummaging in the bag, the scarf is being pulled through.
The scarf can be kept under the newspaper as the hole will 
be much too small for it to fall out. (A shopping or 
handbag on a counter is always useful to a shoplifter as it
can act as a barrier to conceal the thief's activities.)
Meek describes the use of another gadget;-
"Men sometimes get what they think is a new 
idea and give themselves a false arra-in-a- 
sling ... Book-thieves who haunt Charing 
Cross Road are so infatuated with this 
device that the shop-detectives utter groans 
of boredom when yet another accident-prone 
customer drifts in. It is on the cards, 
of course, that his injury is genuine .....“
The shoplifter's own clothing and appearance can 
be adapted to conceal items stolen. Decades ago in America, 
when long, full skirted dresses were in fashion, booster 
bloomers were used by some professionals. These bloomers
1 Meek p. 50
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were capacious, ending in tight elastic round the knee to 
contain effectively the stolen property. According to 
Meek^ (in 1967) the modern equivalent is the crotch-worker.
She has a skirt with an elasticated waist that can be pulled 
open easily. Under it a bag hangs down to about 6 inches 
above the knee. This technique is known in Britain to 
security staff, but it seems to be rare. Younger, fashion 
conscious thieves must have been hampered in this method by 
the advent of the mini-skirt. In the winter of 1969-70, 
maxi-coats enjoyed a sudden popularity in Britain, and 
several security staff interviewed blamed them as contributing 
to the increased shoplifting they were experiencing.
Whether or not crotch workers used them, maxi-coats were 
useful in providing yards of extra material for concealing 
stolen property.
I was informed that some professionals wear 
loose coats with hooks inside, to support stolen suits still 
on their hangers. Hooks on belts are sometimes found as 
well. Shoplifters will sometimes carry a raincoat over 
their arm. Small objects can be slipped through slits in 
the sleeves into strong pockets which have been specially 
inserted. Ordinary pockets in coats can be deepened to 
contain larger stolen property.
1 Meek p. 52
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Unadapted clothing and accessories can be useful 
to the lifter. Jewellery or cosmetics can be dropped down 
the top of boots and umbrellas. A store detective inter­
viewed said that one women she followed who had used this 
method found it was raining outside the store, and unthink­
ingly put up the umbrella she had used.
Open, loose coats, wide sleeves, large bags and 
holdalls are useful to the lifter. An experienced thief
can stand at a rack of dresses, slide a couple off the
hangers and drop them, unnoticed, into a bag below. A 
pullover can be held up against oneself under an open coat 
"to see that the colours don't clash" and then casually worn 
out of the store. Necklaces are tried on and then dropped 
inside a loose neckline. Fashionable bouffant hairstyles 
were useful to drop jewellery in. A folded newspaper can 
be put down on a counter, over a flat article like a packet 
of tights, and picked up again together with the tights. 
Handkerchiefs are also expedient in this way.
One simple method of shoplifting involves taking 
something it would be natural to carry or wear. Lifters 
sometimes enter a store without some accessory they wish to 
steal; it could be a handbag, gloves, or perhaps a hat. 
Several hats may be tried on before the one which will be
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stolen. Then the chosen one is put on, apparently casually, 
but really carefully, so that the price ticket is concealed, 
and the thief just walks away.
Store detectives sometimes see a woman walk 
alongside a handbag counter and acquire a bag in passing.
This can happen so quickly that it is very difficult to be 
sure it has actually occurred. The stolen bag must have 
the price ticket hanging so that it faces towards the woman 
when she takes it. And the stolen bag will soon be 
unobtrusively opened so that the price ticket can be placed 
to hang inside the bag and not outside. It is frequently 
found that, after trying on a lot of coats and apparently 
selecting none of them, girls have exchanged their old coat 
for a new one
Ticket switching is a common practice, among the 
more amateur type of thief. She may want an expensive 
coat - perhaps for 20 guineas, and so will exchange the 
price ticket on it for that on another coat, say at 14 
guineas. An inexperienced or busy assistant will be chosen 
for dealing with the purchase. Sometimes people are found 
marking down their own personal price reductions on goods, 
with a specially obtained marking pencil.
To give some appearance of legitimacy to their
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theft, some shoplifters will use and re-use the firm's own 
paper bags, putting the stolen articles in them. Without 
actually buying anything, it can be difficult to get hold 
of these bags, and so the same ones are used on a number 
of expeditions. They get progressively older and more 
crumpled looking. Store detectives learn to watch out 
for people carrying these "bad" bags.
One store manager said that professionals some­
times come in with scissors and razor blades to remove fur 
collars, but that amateur shoplifters do not seem to use such 
contrivances nearly so often. This fits in with the 
general impression obtained from the shop staff interviewed. 
Supplementary aids to shoplifting are rarely used, and when 
they are, it is mainly by professionals (in spite of the 
drawbacks mentioned.) The amateur may dress in a loose 
coat sometimes for an expedition or may occasionally use 
a "bad" bag, but her technique rarely reaches the more 
sophisticated heights of specially cut pockets, and scissors, 
etc. This is an important point as here, the British 
amateur shoplifter seems to differ from the American "snitch". 
Cameron's main thesis rests on the argument that American 
amateur shoplifters are:-
"deliberate thieves who manifest 
intent to steal by preparation
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beforehand (bad bag, scissors - even 
booster bag) and who carry out their 
crimes with system and method."^
British store detectives swear that the female 
shoplifter who "did not know what she was doing" when 
brought back, looked purposeful enough while stealing, but 
as she rarely has contrivances such as the above mentioned 
on her, it is almost impossible to know whether she came into 
the store with intent to steal. Is the British snitch 
simply behind the American in technique? This seems rather 
unlikely as Cameron's survey is based on data of the 1940's, 
20 years before the present investigation. The British 
shoplifter would seem unusually slow at catching up.
The applicability of Cameron's study to the 
British situation is further discussed in a later chapter 
but at the moment it is sufficient to remember that her 
thesis that the amateur acts with a settled purpose as shown 
by the devices carried, is not borne out by the British 
shoplifter. Cameron says:-
"The snitches, that is to say, are not 
impulsive, erratic individuals suddenly 
"taken" with an uncontrollable urge 
for a pretty bauble."
At this stage of the present survey, there is no evidence that
1 Cameron p. 59
2 ibid. p.59
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the British adult "snitch" is not impulsive, erratic, etc.
Fitting rooms in stores are notorious for the 
opportunities they provide for theft. Many department 
stores and boutiques allow only a limited number of garments 
per person, and the number is hung up outside the cubicle on 
a ticket. This is fairly effective prevention for those 
lifters who practise the "shell game". They wear loose 
clothing of their own and take tighter clothes to the 
fitting room. It is possible to emerge in several layers 
of stolen clothing while looking hardly more bulky than 
before entering.
The system of numbered garments can be rendered 
ineffective by girls accompanied by friends. The friends 
may run in and out of the cubicle, taking back garments and 
bringing in new ones until the assistant simply does not know 
how many should be in the room. Strict checking is the 
only answer but it is extremely difficult for one or two 
assistants to check effectively two rows of twenty cubicles.
Different methods of stealing can go in waves, 
especially among young people. A well known department stdre 
in London was compared with its Nottingham branch in this 
study as to differences in age, sex, nationality of shoplifter, 
and the type of article stolen. The records were limited
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in the information they contained, but, at a purely super­
ficial investigation, it was obvious that a "rash" of fitting 
room thefts were carried out in Nottingham between December 
1968 and April 1969, usually by two or three girls together.
(No doubt the number of those thefts discovered was artificially 
raised to a certain extent by the fact that a special watch 
would have been set over fitting rooms, once this method 
was known to be on the increase.)
During the period December 1968 to April 1969, 
the percentage of fitting room thefts, mostly ty accompanied 
girls, was raised from none at all to an average of 67%
(14 out of 21) of all shoplifting cases. The records just 
state the thieves as "girls" or "young girls", but on 
considering the kind of store, the type of clothes stolen, 
and the fact that the vast majority of them were accompanied, 
indicates when compared with the main survey data, that 
these girls were in their early to mid teens. It is quite 
possible that most of the girls came from the same school. 
According to most security staff questioned, incidents some­
times occur where many children from the same school are 
caught shoplifting. They often admit to being told how 
easy it was by friends, and shoplifting in some cases 
assumes a competitive aspect.
It has been said already that professionals will
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take orders for certain items. Cases of this sort occasionally 
turn up in court :-
"The magistrates were told that Mrs. 
  received letters from friends detail­
ing which garments they wanted, the correct 
sizes and which shops they were in.
The Chief Security Officer of an exclusive London department 
store was convinced that some kind of shoplifting agent was 
going round his store, marking what was to be stolen. Later 
the lifters would come in and take the marked item. The 
security officer's reasons for his suspicions were based on 
the fact that he occasionally noticed that the price tickets 
on some merchandise had been sharply folded. There is now 
a standard rule in his store that sales girls must replace 
any tickets bent in this way by new ones.
The same officer, who deals almost entirely with 
professionals, says that shoplifters known to him sometimes 
try their luck in his store again, using elaborate disguises. 
Wigs are frequently worn and at least one professional is 
known to wear coloured contact lenses.
The shoplifting methods just described are most 
appropriate to the department store, although nearly all types 
of shop must have their quota of shoplifters. Smaller dress 
shops and boutiques are open to fitting room lifting, and
1 Standard Reporter Mother ran 'shoplifting by proxy' 
business (22.3.71) Evening Standard p*5
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customers in shoe shops are known to walk out in a new pair, 
leaving behind their old ones, when the assistant's back is 
turned. Pilfering by children is frequent in confectioners.
The department store, though, particularly lends itself to 
shoplifting by the often discussed impersonality of atmosphere,^ 
accessibility of the merchandise and the comparatively small 
numbers of assistants.
7. Methods used in self-service stores
The above mentioned factors operate as well for 
the self-service store. It can be said that the merchandise
is even more accessible; the customer is expected to carry 
it around the store for some time before paying, if she has 
a long shopping list. She can therefore choose her own 
time and area of the store in which to hide the selected
articles. Just occasionally, a department store assistant
may ask to help a customer, but this is unknown in a super­
market. The only assistants in the store are generally 
the shelf "fillers" and cashiers. Although the atmosphere 
of a large supermarket can seem very impersonal to a stranger, 
this must be, to some extent, mitigated for the regular
customer. She learns the layout of stock, and will get to
recognise staff, even to the extent of developing some slight
1 e.g. Moyson Part 2. Also Salisbury Club Report
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acquaintance with them.
It is possible that impersonality of atmosphere 
as a precipitating factor in shoplifting, has been stressed 
too much. Early studies of department store shoplifting 
laid great emphasis on it, but although more shoplifting 
appears to go on in supermarkets,^ if anything the imper­
sonality of the situation much decrease for the housewife 
who uses the same one regularly. Probably a factor connected 
with impersonal atmosphere which is more likely to encourage 
shoplifting is that whether in a supermarket or a department 
store, the potential thief can consider the staff around 
her, whether she knows them or not, as individually unaffected 
by any shoplifting she might indulge in. She might consider 
(quite wrongly) that the only people who are affected are 
faceless men at the top who are rich enough already. This 
factor has also been stressed before, but is rather different 
from a general feeling of impersonal atmosphere.
Of course it is quite erroneous to think that the 
staff of a particular store are unaffected by the amount of 
shoplifting. The manager is responsible to head office 
for the amount of shrinkage (shoplifting included) and if 
much pilfering is going on unchecked in any one section, he 
can cause the supposedly negligent staff to be removed before
1 See Chapter 6, Tables (2) and (3)
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his own job is endangered. One manager of a large super­
market was very anxious to remove any erroneous ideas from 
shoplifters who believed they were not harming anyone in 
stealing. He used to say :-
"You're not stealing from (name of store), 
you're stealing from me. I've worked 
here for 36 years and I'm not going to 
have you taking away my job from me."
Although perhaps unnecessarily belligerent, he certainly 
conveyed the personal implications of the theft.
The supermarket is the home of the persistent 
amateur. Shoplifting in this type of store is estimated 
by store detectives to be comparatively easy. There are
two main groups of technique in supermarkets. When an
article is removed from the display, it can either be con­
cealed at once, or put into the wire basket, to be trans­
ferred to shopping bag or pocket at a more convenient 
moment. The more popular method is the latter, as a quiet 
corner of the store can be chosen for the transfer. The 
thief may push the articles she wants up to the end of the 
wire basket, so that they can be slipped over the edge and 
into her shopping bag. The shopping bag is often held with 
the handles wide apart on the arm. Sometimes, one handle 
will be on the lower arm, and the other hooked over the
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thumb, to keep the handles apart. Scarves, newspapers and 
handkerchiefs thrown carelessly into the wire basket can be 
used to conceal the transferring of stolen goods. A 
store detective pointed out to me a girl using her headscarf 
to transfer a cucumber into her shopping bag. She might 
have accomplished her theft successfully had the object in 
question been of a more manageable shape and size.
Another woman was observed to take a large packet 
of cereal and wedge it across the store's basket. She 
placed the articles of merchandise she intended to steal on 
one side of the packet, separately from the rest, and, using 
it as a barrier, transferred the items when she believed she 
was unobserved. The detective who saw the incident said 
that the woman then "had the nerve" to restore the cereal 
to its shelf. Its purpose was over.
Special contrivances are very rarely used by 
supermarket shoplifters. This is probably partly because 
supermarket thieves are mostly amateur and have not attained 
the level of sophistication of the commercial lifters, but 
mainly because the method of stealing is different. In a 
department store, and, in fact, most other kinds of store, 
the act of secretly removing the merchandise from the rack 
or counter can be the most difficult part of the job, and 
often what is wanted may be in an exposed part of the store.
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In a supermarket, it is correct to take the articles without 
paying at the time, as long as they are put into the right 
basket. The shoplifter can then transfer the property to 
her own bag whenever she feels it is safe to do so, before 
she approaches a cashier, as related before. So false arms, 
booster boxes and similar contraptions are really unnecessary . 
The only time mentioned to me that a detective saw a super­
market shoplifter with a specially made aid to stealing was 
the case of an elderly man who wore an apron with a very 
large pocket under his coat.
Shoplifters may be able to conceal small things 
without removing them from the wire basket. Lipstick, oxo 
cubes, etc., can be pushed down the centre of toilet rolls 
or put inside gloves which are lying in the basket. Obviously, 
size of article lays narrow limits on the use of this 
technique.
Not every shopper in a supermarket will be 
carrying a wire basket. Men, especially, dislike them, 
and it is usually acceptable to be without them if only one 
or two things are going to be bought. A favourite method 
for shoplifters in this situation is to carry a couple of 
items in one hand,-the smaller usually starting off on top 
of the larger. Gradually the smaller item works round until
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it is under the other, and then, at a convenient moment 
it will disappear, probably into a pocket.
The story is told of a couple of supermarket 
shoplifters who, if they were amateur (which is debatable), 
certainly acted with premeditation. They had a long shopping 
list and bought about £5 or £6 worth of goods which were 
taken out to their car. Then the couple returned and 
selected exactly the same items again, plus one other.
They queued at the same cashier, and, showing her their 
previous receipt which they had kept, said that they had 
paid for everything except just the one item they had for­
gotten. In other words, the second time they went through 
the check-out, they were stealing merchandise to the value 
of over £5.
Ticket switching on frozen meat is popular. The 
easiest way of combating it would be to have the price label 
on the inside of the polythene wrapper, but the ticket would 
get very wet. If a store detective suspects that ticket 
switching is common in a particular supermarket, a visit to 
the meat counter is helpful. If she finds some discarded 
price tickets in the bottom of the refrigerator, it is 
probable that her suspicions were correct.
Mothers find prams and pushchairs useful for
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concealment, and sometimes use their older children either 
as lookouts or as shoplifters. Children under 10^ are 
told to steal as, being under age, they cannot be charged 
with the theft. Detectives questioned have seen a mother 
tell her child to go and take something, and, when she 
realised that they were being watched, she has loudly 
rebuked the bewildered child when it returned with the 
required commodity.
Children occasionally use other children. One 
detective said that when she caught a small boy he started 
to cry, saying that he had been forced to shoplift by a 
bigger boy. The detective was sceptical until the child 
said that the older boy was waiting outside the store to 
claim the property. When the two went outside, there was, 
in fact, an older boy waiting there. As soon as he saw 
them, he ran off.
The above discussion illustrates some of the 
more popular methods of shoplifting known to security staff*
It is impossible that the list of techniques is exhaustive 
as the most effective methods must be unknown to staff.
And professionals should constantly have to review their 
methods to counteract new security precautions.
1 Children and Young Persons Act (1963) raised age of
criminal liability from 8 to 10 years.
11 & 12 Eliz. 2 C. 37S. 16 (1). Public and General Acts p.902
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It would be said that, in thus detailing ways 
of stealing from stores, new ideas are being given to shop­
lifters, but the dedicated thief can have little new to learn 
from this discussion of common technique. Also, Loren 
Edwards very adequately justifies his relation of methods 
to the general public, including shoplifters, and his argument 
is equally applicable here:-
"If my writing is instructive to the general 
public it will also be informative to store 
employes (sic), a part of the general public, 
Customers, as well as employes sometimes 
spot shoplifters, and, by informing store 





Some Social Characteristics of Shoplifters
1. Age, sex and the stores they steal from
Age and Sex. Store detectives nearly all said 
that the proportion of men to women shoplifters who were 
caught were in about the same proportion as men to women 
customers in the stores. (The exceptions to this were 
claimed by detectives in book stores. All security officers 
in book stores claimed that their proportion of male shop­
lifters was far in excess of their male customers. A 
director of a famous book shop said that their apprehended 
shoplifters were over 95% male.)
However, the results of some American research 
appears to indicate that women are generally more inclined 
to shoplift than men, even when their proportions among 
customers are controlled for. According to the American 
survey, investigators randomly selected customers to follow 
until they left the store in four department stores in 
different cities. 572 men and 1075 women were followed.
5% of the men and 7.4% of the women shoplifted while being 
followed.^
During the two years studied, the proportion of
1 Astor S.D. Shoplifting Survey (Mar. 1971) Security 
World pp.34-5
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the sexes to each other changed. The table below is taken 
from the years investigated plus the firm's own calculations 
for 1966. Thus the three years' figures for the store 
detective agency under investigation were as follows
Table (1)
Shoplifters; proportions of the sexes caught by the security
firml
SEX 1966 1967 1968
Male 23.1 25.5 30.8
Female 76.9 74.5 69.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
If one refers to work on shoplifting from the 1940's 
onwards, it would appear the the proportion of male shoplifters 
is increasing. In fact, the most marked increase seems to 
have been in very recent years. The proportion of the 








Although the figures for the two tables are not very similar,
1 More recent material from the firm shows the same trend. 
1000 out of 1328 shoplifters caught in Jan. 1971 were 
analysed as to the proportion of the sexes. They were 
66.7% women to 33.3% men
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the trend is in the same direction, towards more men being 
caught. Returning to the security firm's figures for 1967 
and 1968, the rise in male shoplifting during the two years 
was nearly the same for both self-service and department 
stores. For self-service stores, the proportion of the 
sexes was 26:100, men to women in 1967, while in 1968 it 
became 38:100. In department stores, the proportions rose 
from 49:100 to 62:100. The rise was therefore by almost 
the same percentage in both types of store. While the 
survey data was liable to biassing factors, the large majority 
of those known would have applied equally to men and women.
The rise in the proportion of men to women caught is thus 
inexplicable unless it was simply that more men shoplifted 
in 1968 than in 1967. If the rise had been mainly in depart­
ment store lifting, one might assume that increased professional 
ism accounted for it. As it is, the rise, occurring in self- 
service stores as well, and not concentrated in any particular 
age groups, is puzzling. Is the increase in male shoplifting 
over the last few years because husbands are more frequently 
doing the family shopping in these days of women's liberation? 
Other, recent, authors have found that men are a high pro­
portion of shoplifters. R.K. Griffin found that as many 
as 51.6% of the lifters in his study were men.^ As Mey 
says, enough men shoplift for the crime to be no longer
1 Griffin R.K. Shoplifting - A Moral Dilemma (1968) Police, 
12:4 pp.45-8
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regarded as such a typically female offence.^
2
According to the survey statistics the peak age 
for juvenile lifters is twelve for the boys and thirteen for 
girls. Interviews with security staff bear out the statis­
tical evidence that the boys' peak is slightly earlier than 
that of the girls. It is interesting to compare juvenile 
shoplifting with other juvenile crime. D.J. West shows 
that the age at which juveniles were most frequently con-
3
victed of indictable offences in 1965 was 14 for both sexes.
When the 1964 statistics for boys were broken down into 
larceny, breaking and entering, etc., it was found that the 
peak age for larceny alone is before fourteen.^ (The 
statistics were presented in age groups and so no single 
peak year was discernable. No figures were provided for 
girls.) According to Appendix Figure (A), shoplifting 
becomes popular among boys much earlier than for girls, and 
they even out number girls between five and ten years old.
In the ages from five to under ten, boys amount to 7.8% of 
all male shoplifters, while the girls are only 1.1% of all
1 Mey K-D. Ladendiebe (Shoplifters) (1966) Kriminalistik,
20:6. pp.308-14. Unobtainable. See Crime and Delin­
quency Abstracts U.S. Dept, of Health, Education, and 
Welfare. Pub. Health Service (1966) 4:3 Abstr. 5277 p.411
2 See Appendix Fig. A.
3 West D.J. The Young Offender (1967) Penguin Books p.15
4 ibid. p.21
157
women. 7.3% of male shoplifters are in the 15-19 age group, 
while only 4.1% of the women are included. It is therefore 
indicated that the entire male adolescent peak in shoplifting 
is proportionately (though not numerically) greater than 
the females'; and it starts earlier and finishes later.
Figure (1) compares male shoplifters, by age 
group, with the male population in general, according to the 
one in ten census of 1966.^ Figure (2) compares female 
shoplifters with the female population according to the 
same census. Using the general population as a scale of 
comparison has obvious disadvantages, the major one being 
that shoplifters are at their lowest numbers in the under 5 
age group, not surprisingly, while the population is at its 
peak. A much more relevant comparison would have been to 
compare shoplifters with shoppers, by sex and age group, but 
no material was available to undertake such a procedure.
Figures (1) and (2) show several striking points 
of difference. While both male and female shoplifting are 
at their height in the age group 10-14, the percentage of 
boys to the total amount of males is more than double that 
of females, while still being fewer than females in absolute 
numbers. 27% of all apprehended male shoplifters are aged 
from ten to under fifteen, while only 12.7% of the females are 
in this age group.
1 covering England, Wales and Scotland. H.M.S.O. 1967.
See Appendix Table B for frequencies
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Roger Moyson discovered a low ebb in shoplifting
at the age of 25, and this is roughly so for the offenders
analysed in the present survey. For men, the number of 
offenders is very low throughout the twenties, though the 
lowest point occurs during the second half of that period. 
With the women, exactly the same situation applies, but five 
years earlier, so the trough can be said to be between 15 
and 25, while the number of thieves in the 20-24 age group 
is marginally less. Two theories have already been 
advanced to account for the decrease in lifting during the 
twenties :-
2
First: men and women are socially well inte­
grated at this age; the men are settled in jobs, and the
women are married and beginning to produce families.
3
Secondly: people are at the height of their
physical and mental efficiency during the twenties, which 
means that they are less likely to be caught while stealing.
From Figure (1) it seems that men have two main 
shoplifting periods after their adolescent peak. The more 
conspicuous of the two occurs in old age, in fact between 
sixty-five and eighty-five. Shoplifting had been climbing 
steadily from the trough in the twenties, but at sixty-five
1 Moyson p. 80
2 ibid. p.80
3 Woman's own 10.8.68 p.17 (Anon.)
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there is a definite jump upwards, just as the general population 
is beginning a sharp downward trend. Another, smaller, 
rise in shoplifting among men occurs between the ages of 
forty-five and forty-nine. The offence is half way through 
climbing from the low point in the twenties to old age, when 
it suddenly and inexplicably rises to a small excess over 
the population percentage. This occurs in a brief five 
year period before dropping back to continue the climb to 
the sixty-five - sixty-nine peak.
Women have only one shoplifting peak (apart from 
the adolescent period), but the age span in which the 
offenders * percentage exceeds that of the population is 
much more prolonged than any peak period among men. From 
the trough between ages fifteen and twenty-five, shoplifting 
rises steadily until sixty - sixty-five. Between thirty- 
five and seventy-five, the proportion of female shoplifters 
is above that of the female general population.
Figures (1) and (2) pose several intriguing 
questions. Taking women first, the popular idea of the 
menopausal shoplifter loses some of its plausibility. Even 
if we take a wide age range for the menopause - between forty 
and sixty - the peak for shoplifting is not yet reacned.


































forty-five and fifty, and here the percentage of women shop­
lifters is even further away from its height at sixty - 
sixty-five.
The male shoplifting figures rose only marginally 
between fifty and sixty-five, but at sixty-five, a much 
larger increase took place. It is unlikely that the major 
rise in lifting at this period would be purely coincidental 
with the fact that sixty-five is the retiring age for men.
The increase in the proportion of offenders at this time 
implies that shoplifting occurs on a partly economic and 
opportunistic base. Male pensioners shoplift more than 
other age groups largely because they have more time and 
less money. It might be said that old people do not shop­
lift more than other age groups; they just get caught more 
as they are not so skilled at thieving. (c.f. prison 
doctor who said that young people get caught less because 
they are more efficient.) If this were so, one would 
expect women shoplifters to get caught more often than they 
do in old age, especially as they live longer than men.
As this is not the case, one assumes that male Old Age 
Pensioners are caught frequently because they steal frequently.
The high proportion of shoplifters among male
1 See Roques F.W. et al. Diseases of Women (11th Ed.1964) 
London, Arnold, p.106
Also Pinker G.D. & Roberts D.W.T. A Short Textbook of 
Gynaecology and Obstetrics (1967) London, English Universi 
ties Press p.32
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Old Age Pensioners suggests an idea, admittedly rather far­
fetched, in relation to the women offenders. The peak from 
sixty - sixty-five occurs when single women have retired 
and when most married women's husbands have just retired.
So their high rate of shoplifting might be economically 
based just as is the men's. In fact, the menopause may 
have some bearing on women's shoplifting but is obscured 
from about fifty-five onwards by the economically based 
stealing precipitated by their husbands' retirement.
Another very difficult task of explanation is
presented by the increase in men's shoplifting between the
ages of forty-five and under fifty. When the figures for
1967 and 1968 are broken down, it appears that in 1968, the
increase while still occurring, happens in the early fifties
rather than the late forties. As the former year's sample
is much the larger, the graph shows the increase only for
1967. The age group in which the rise occurs almost prompts
one to think in terms of a male menopause, which, according
to some doctors, can be a very real phenomenon.^ Still,
it would seem to be concentrated into rather a small time
span, when considering the size of the survey sample. Mary
2
Cameron's data pointed to a rise in the fifties for men.
She was informed by store detectives that they were mostly
1 See Felstein I. Sex and the Longer Life (1970) Allen Lane, 
The Penguin Press pp.59-61
















alcoholic vagrants. The present material is too limited in 
scope for conclusions to be dravvn.
Where they steal
Figure (3) demonstrates the frequency^ by age 
of male shoplifters caught in the two main types of store 
studied - the department and the self-service food store.
Figure (4) covers the same ground for women.^ 84% of
the entire sample of men was used, and 88% of the women's 
sample. The complete data could not be used as sometimes 
the store detective had not indicated the type of store she H
was attending, and chemists, hardware shops, variety chain 
stores, etc., were excluded.
Male department store offenders are predominantly 
young boys. 47.9% of all male shoplifters in the survey 
sample who were caught in these stores were aged under fifteen. 
For girls, the figure is comparatively low: 20.8%. From
Figure (3) it is obvious that the rise in male shoplifting 
between forty-five - forty-nine occurs predominantly in 
department store stealing. A little of what they stole was 
possibly significant. Quite a few stole women's clothing - 
but this was mostly near Christmas.' One was cryptically 
described by the store detective for identification purposes






























as "Tall epalatic case had a brain operation." After the 
peak at forty-five - forty-nine, department store shoplifting 
by men declines with the approach of old age to a small 
trickle.
Self-service store stealing among men increases 
to a pronounced peak at sixty-five - sixty-nine before 
dwindling. The fact that it is self-service food store 
stealing which increases so much among retired men is a 
clear indication that their stealing is, in part, economically 
based. There is actually a slight dip in department store 
lifting between sixty-five - sixty-nine. It is almost as 
if those men who used to steal in department stores have 
changed over to swell the ranks of self-service thieves now 
that they are pensioners and money is tightJ Briefly, male 
shoplifting in department stores is carried out very pre­
dominantly by young boys, and, to a certain extent, middle- 
aged men. Self-service shoplifting among males is per­
petrated by young boys and old men, largely. According to 
Figure (3), the pattern is quite different for different 
types of store. Quite possibly, the bookstore lifter would 
have again a different age pattern.
According to Figure (4) there is a definite age 
difference between women offenders in self-service and
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department stores. The second peak in the self-service 
stores is even higher than the adolescent peak. 9.4% of 
the women offenders are aged between ten and fourteen, 
while 10% are between fifty-five and fifty-nine. So it 
is the self-service store which attracts the large majority 
of later middle-aged women. It seems odd that the depart­
ment store becomes popular among middle-aged men, and the 
self-service store among middle-aged and elderly women.
The association between shoplifting and the menopause, with 
its concomitants of tension and depression seems again less 
plausible. One would expect the menopausal woman to be 
attracted by pretty clothes or toilet goods from a depart­
ment store rather than a tin of stewing steak and half a 
pound of butter from a self-service store. Women caught 
in department stores seem to follow the men's trends as to 
age, though not to such extreme lengths. As with men, 
the offenders are very predominantly young, though there 
is a small rise among middle-aged and elderly women.
Figures (5)^ and (6)^ are an attempt to show 
the variation in age between men and women shoplifters in 
greater detail. The confusing factor of the higher frequency 
among females has been eradicated by percentaging both men 
and women into their various age groups. As compared with


























































women, the male self-service thieves very obviously fall 
into the categories of young boys and old men. (See 
Figure (5)). The percentage of women exceeds that of men 
between about twenty-one and sixty-seven. From Figure (6) 
it is seen that the department store picture is much less 
even than for self-service stores. This is presumably 
mostly because of the much smaller number of offenders. As 
in Figure (5), men overlap women in two places, the first 
being the usual juvenile age group. The second overlap is 
where the forty-five - forty-nine year old men have their 
peak.
Conclusion
To sum up what has been demonstrated by shop­
lifters* ages as controlled by sex and type of store:-
First; it has been established that men and 
women show a different age pattern when compared both within 
and between the two kinds of store investigated. Self- 
service store shoplifters would appear to be predominantly 
young boys, old men, and housewives in late middle age. 
Figures for department store stealing are less even but the 
males who are caught are very predominantly young boys.
There is another small and inexplicable peak for men in 



















less pronounced. The percentage of young girls caught in 
department stores is much higher than in self-service stores, 
while still being a lower rate than that for boys. After 
the adolescent peak, women shoplifters follow the self-service 
pattern to a much smaller extent in that there is a small 
rise until about sixty when stealing diminishes swiftly.
Secondly: the relation of shoplifting to economics
is clear, especially among men. Those with the least money 
in their pockets - old men and young boys^ - shoplift the 
most. The young boys are fed at home (presumably), but 
have not the money to buy toys, games and books that depart­
ment stores have to offer. Old Age Pensioners find a drop 
in their general standard of living, and as food is their 
most expensive outlay from the shops, they are to be found 
stealing in the self-service stores. For women, the 
economic aspect of shoplifting is not at once so clear. 
Certainly, girls under fifteen are found frequently in stores 
but whether the rise in older women's lifting is partly 
related to the menopause, followed by the husband’s retire­
ment cannot be investigated due to the lack of relevant 
material.
Thirdly; as the shoplifters in self-service 
stores and department stores differ in their proportions of
1 Of course, other factors are known to be important in 
juvenile theft - notably the influence of the peer group
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age and sex, it seems possible that they are different types 
of shoplifter. So, in a sense, it is imprecise to talk of 
"the shoplifter". Not only can offenders be classified 
into amateurs and professionals, but it would seem that the 
self-service and department store lifters are different 
"breeds". (This assumes that professionals are so few as 
to make a negligible difference, in the statistics, between 
shoplifters in the two kinds of store. Otherwise, the 
difference between the shoplifters in both types of store 
might be caused by the concentration of professionals in 
department stores.) In the following discussion of shop­
lifters' occupations, further investigation will be made of 
any possible differences between self-service and department 
store shoplifters.
Fourthly: if, in fact, more men are actually
shoplifting, and it is not just that more are being caught, 
this could have certain repercussions on store security.
It may be found advisable to have male store detectives in­
stead of females if the proportion of men caught continues 
to grow. Male shoplifters are more apt to be violent or 
simply run away than women, and a male detective would stand 
a better chance of catching them. At the moment, store 
detectives are usually women because they are less conspicuous 
and probably cheaper - than men. Bookstores have long
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employed male security staff for their predominantly male 
shoplifters, but they have fewer problems than food and 
department stores in that their customers consist of a 
higher proportion of men, making the detectives less noticeable.
2. Occupation
Shoplifters* occupations as compared with the 
_____________ general population_______________
Shoplifting is popularly believed to be represented
in all social classes. Store detectives are convinced of
this
"You get all sorts doing it."
"They come from every walk of life."
"You can't type them; they're all kinds."
The material concerning shoplifters' occupations provided
by the survey supports this belief. When the occupations
were classified,^ all five of the Registrar General's
occupational groups were represented, and nearly all of the
2
seventeen categories. The occupations of both men and 
women shoplifters were classified according to the Registrar 
General's code of 1966. Some occupations were so vague 
or illegible that they could not be classified. For ex­
ample, one lifter's job was recorded simply as "economics".
1 See Appendix Part 2 for process of classification
2 According to 1961 Census for England and Wales H.M.S.O. (1967)
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His work as an economist might have been entirely in the 
practical field of shoplifting, so no attempt was made to 
classify it. Once occupations were classified, a comparison 
of the proportions in each category was made with the 
occupations of the population of England and Wales according 
to the 1961 census.
Table (3)
Male shoplifters * occupational groups as compared with 
those of the Male population of England and Wales_____
1961 census % Occupational group Shoplifters %
(1/10 sample)
3.6 i Higher prof., manag. 1.9
14.5 ii Intermediate 5.4
48.6 iii Skilled 40.7
19.8 iv Partly skilled 25.4
8.7 V Unskilled 21.2
4.8 Not classified 5.4
100.0 % 100.0 %
1633078 Total frequency 386
From Table (3) it can be seen that male shop­
lifters, while represented in all five occupational groups 
as store detectives say, are concentrated in the lower status 
occupations. Classes iv and v include a higher proportion 
of offenders than would be expected. Classes i to iii are 
all under-represented among shoplifters.
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Table (4)
Female shoplifters' occupational groups as 'compared with 
those of the female population of England and Wales
1961 census % Occupational group Shoplifters %
(1/10 sample)
0.8 i Higher prof., manag. 0.6
15.5 ii Intermediate 8.2
46.0 iii Skilled 35.8
26.8 iv Partly skilled 22.0 -^7
6.8 V Unskilled 30.3
4.1 Not classified 3.1
100.0 % 100.0 %
764693 Total frequency 486
Female shoplifters seem to be even more con­
centrated into the base of the occupational scale. They 
are under-represented in the first four occupational groups, 
and in the lowest, their proportion is more than four times 
as high as would be expected. Superficially, this might 
point towards female shoplifting being a more economically 
based occupation than male (contrary to what has been 
suggested previously in this chapter.) But the situation 
is probably more complex for women as they may be socially 
categorised according to their husband's occupation rather 
than their own.
Unemployment would appear to be rife among 
offenders, especially the men. Out of 508 positions listed 
for men, including schoolboys and students, 92 were noted 
down as unemployed. The reason why some of these were
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unemployed - in the usual sense - is no doubt that they were 
professional thieves. However, as shoplifting seems to be 
so predominantly amateur, the 92 "unemployed" must surely 
include a significantly high number of non-commercial 
thieves. The question is - are they really unemployed?
This is difficult to check. Mary Cameron,^ noting the 
apparently high unemployment level of the men, said that 
there were definite pressure on apprehended shoplifters to 
conceal the facts about their employment situation, through 
fear of repercussions. Thus many men may have feigned 
unemployment. In an attempt to check on the validity of 
the "unemployment" figure, a scrutiny was made of the time 
of day and day of week in which the unemployed were caught. 
It was found that the proportion of Saturday and lunch 
hour shopping was considerably reduced. One can only 
assume that a higher proportion of male shoplifters than 
would be expected, were really unemployed.
The unemployed more often stole food than the
employed, and were less often to be found in department 
2
stores. Loren Edwards said:-
"A period of unemployment, in any one 
area, is probably responsible for some 
increase in shoplifting in food stores.
1 Cameron p.94
2 Merely because these shoplifters steal food more often,
it is not self-evident that they will be found in depart­
ment stores less. They could have stolen food from
the food halls of department stores as older shoplifters 
do.
178
After a few months of increased 
unemployment the protection personnel 
of food-chains report some increase  ^
in both shoplifting and bad checks."
So relative poverty among the unemployed influences the 
shoplifting statistics.
Another group in relative poverty, Old Age 
Pensioners, have already been seen to shoplift more than 
would be expected from their proportion in the population. 
Lifting among old men is considerably higher than would 
be foreseen. 20.6% of the female population of England 
and Wales is aged sixty and over. 26.5% of the female 
shoplifters are in the same age group. While 15.6% of the 
male shoplifters are sixty-five and over, only 9.7% of the 
male population are sixty-five plus. Shoplifting by male 
Old Age Pensioners shows a marked rise just after retire­
ment, between sixty-five and sixty-nine, and nearly all the 
stolen property is food.
Shoplifting appears to be minimal around the 
age of twenty, and the twenty-two students caught are there­
fore prominent among the occupations noted for the eighteen
to twenty-one year olds. (Charlotte Fiedler found that
2
7 out of 20 female juvenile shoplifters were students.)
1 Edwards p.112
2 (Fiedler C. Eigentumsdelikte Minderjahriger in Kriminologischer
Sicht (Property offences of minors from the criminological 
point of view) (1965) Die Polizei 56:6 pp. 184-7) 
Unobtainable. See Inter. Bibliog. on Crime & Del. U.S.
Dept, of Health Service. 3:5 Oct. 1965 Abstr. 1766 pp.7-8
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Although food was the most important item for students, 
books came second even in this survey, which included so few 
book shops.
Tables (D) and (E) in the Appendix give a more 
detailed breakdown of the occupational groupings of offenders 
as compared with the population. Perhaps the most important 
point about the Registrar General's group of seventeen 
categories is that the junior non-manual (number 6) and 
the skilled manual (number 9) are separated. They are 
included together in Class III of the occupational groupings. 
Both categories 6 and 9 are under-represented for both men 
and women shoplifters, though for women, the disparity between 
offenders and population is wider. This is at least partly 
due to the great concentration of women offenders in the 
lowest social class (class V, mainly category 11). Cate­
gories 13-15 are under-represented as one would imagine.
They include farmers and farm workers who would be found 
less often in self-service stores and department stores, 
etc. for geographical reasons.
Class V, for women, is mostly filled by one 
particular occupation. It comes under various headings - 
cleaner, domestic work, domestic help, home help. Out of 
486 classified female occupations, 98 or 20.1% were that of
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domestic or institutional help. It is impossible to attempt 
to compare this figure with the number of women cleaners in 
the country as a whole, as much of this work is not declared 
for tax purposes. But, even so, the figure of 1/5 of all 
women workers in this country being cleaners and domestic 
workers, seems very high. Only a few of these women were 
specified as being office or hospital cleaners. Most of 
those specified worked in private homes as "home helps" or 
"domestic helps". It would seem that cleaning, as an 
occupation has particular associations with shoplifting in 
several ways :-
First: one would imagine that women who go out
to do domestic work and cleaning are obviously in a low 
social and income bracket. In other words, once again, 
they are part of the relatively poor.
Secondly: cleaning is predominantly part time
work. So the women, without much money to spare, have 
plenty of time to look around the shops, perhaps on their 
way home.
Thirdly: the circumstances of the job - working
in other peoples' more desirable homes among their superior 
possessions - is likely to encourage any dishonest 
tendencies. The cleaner might steal from her employer
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(though she would probably soon come under suspicion) or 
else boost her income by a little anonymous shoplifting on 
the way home.
Another occupation which is prominent among 
women shoplifters is that of canteen work. Nine cooks, 
three canteen supervisors and twenty-four^ canteen assis­
tants were caught. Perhaps this is another example of odd 
hours of work with time off during the day, affecting the 
figures for shoplifters' occupations. Also, as with 
cleaning, there is scope for practice in dishonesty in the 
work. If you find you can get away with minor thieving in 
the course of your occupation you may be encouraged to 
extend your stealing to other every day activities like 
shopping.
Twenty-five nurses were caught. Most of them 
were young, and, presumably, still students. They usually 
stole food and their thefts no doubt reflect their low 
incomes, and perhaps, a system of time off during the day.
Among the men only one occupation was very 
prominent - that of driving. Apart from bus, crane and 
engine drivers, nineteen lorry and van drivers were caught. 
In fact, the women's occupations included four van drivers.
1 including one tea lady
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One of the four was arrested together with a cashier for 
being undercharged. All the rest, both men and women, were 
apprehended for shoplifting. Security staff's opinions 
of van drivers' dishonesty has already been expressed in 
Chapter 3. The opportunities provided for prolonged periods 
of thieving have also been noted. No doubt some of the 
drivers caught shoplifting were already connected with the 
store in which they were caught, by delivering merchandise 
there. They may have felt that, if they were seen, they 
could get away with stealing some of the property from 
the stock room or even the store's shelves, as they knew the 
staff.
It is possible that even the lorry driver who 
is unconnected with any retail store may be more inclined 
to shoplift than those in other occupations. The lorry 
driver's job is, in some ways, especially conducive to 
dishonesty. In his study of the lorry driver, Peter Hollowell 
has said that they often steal some of their load:-
"One of the dangers of lorry driving 
is that someone may have his eye on a valuable 
load which is being carried. There is always 
the chance that the lorry driver will have 
colluded with the "high-jackers" in return
for a proportion of the proceeds ......
Thus coupled with the licence society 
affords the lorry driver to be entirely 
responsible for valuable loads and vehicles 
there is persistent pressure on him to be 
dishonest."
1 Hollowell P.G. The Lorry Driver (1968) London, Routledge 
& Kegan Paul pp.221-2
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Self-service and department store shoplifting - an occupational 
comparison
As expected, the offenders caught in department 
stores came from higher occupational groups on average, 
than those caught in self-service stores. However, the 
class difference occurred almost entirely among women offenders 
For women caught in all stores,^ 46.1% came from the top 
three classes. The percentage is 55.0% for women caught 
in department stores only. The two lowest classes have a 
correspondingly small proportion of female department store 
lifters - 45.0% as opposed to 53.9% for those women caught 
in all stores. For men, those caught in department stores 
are just of a higher class than those caught in all the 
stores investigated, but the difference is very slight indeed.
Shoplifting has long been thought of as a com­
paratively middle class crime. A number of authors have 
declared that offenders approximate the general population 
class distribution more closely than for most other property 
offences. For example, Sohier found that the average
social class is higher among shoplifters than among other 
2
thieves. Gibbens and Prince concluded that there were 
many more shoplifters from the middle class than one would
3
expect. One exception is Mary Owen Cameron. She found
1 including department stores
2 Sohier p.681
3 Gibbens & Prince p.39
184
that shoplifters included a higher proportion of manual
workers than would be expected.^ Shoplifting by well to
2
do women was comparatively low.
The reason why higher class shoplifters are 
caught in department stores than in other (especially self- 
service) stores is mainly because department stores have a 
higher class clientele in the first place. A larger section 
of the comparatively poor's income goes towards food, as a 
basic necessity. They have less money than the middle 
classes to spend in department stores. Secondly, depart­
ment stores are usually positioned in the central areas of 
towns. The central districts are the middle class office 
and shop localities, while factories are further out. So 
apart from the working class having less money to spend in 
department stores - and therefore less incentive to visit
them in the first place - they are less likely to work (or
live) conveniently near these stores. However, as has 
been noted before, in Chapter 2, working class people do 
tend to live near self-service stores and supermarkets.
These stores are commonly positioned in areas of high 
population concentration and where the inhabitants will be 
likely to take advantage of the competitive prices offered. 
The two points indicate that shoplifting only occurs, among
1 Cameron p. 95
2 ibid. p.119
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amateurs, as part of a shopping expedition. Amateurs do 
not go out of their way to steal, but shoplift when already 
out to buy or window shop - at least as far as the women 
are concerned.
The department store, with its higher class 
custom, lends itself more readily to the view that shop­
lifting is comparatively middle class. Virtually all 
previous studies of shoplifting have been either of depart­
ment store stealing only, or else of those offenders who 
2
are prosecuted. The first consideration for store detectives 
and managers when deciding whether to prosecute, is the 
value of the theft. Goods stolen in department stores 
have a higher average value than those taken in self-service 
stores (see Chapter 5) and offenders are therefore more 
likely to be prosecuted. Those authors who consider only 
the comparatively middle class department store, would 
consequently find a comparatively high proportion of middle 
class thieves. The writers who only considered prosecuted 
shoplifters, and before the self-service store really became 
a major phenomenon, would, no doubt, still have a high 
proportion of department store thieves in their sample.
However, with the recent proliferation of self-service food 
stores and supermarkets in lower middle class and working
1 See Debuyst. Lejour, Racine. Petits Voleurs de Grands 
Magasins (1960) Bruxelles. C.E.D.J. Publication No.5 
Also Tornudd P. & Wartiovaara K. Tutkimus Tavaratalo- 
varkauksista (1960) Helsinki. Also Cameron, Doleisch.
2 e.g. Gibbens & Prince, Sohier, Versele
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class areas, the class ratio of both apprehended and pro­
secuted shoplifters has no doubt altered downwards. The 
present survey, including a high proportion of self- 
service store thieves, reflects this.
Little reliable information on other social 
characteristics of shoplifters was to be obtained from the 
data, but it was considered worth while to compare any 
existing information with that of other authors. Material 
on shoplifters' previous convictions, marital status, 
fertility, and the proportion of foreigners, drug addiction 
and drunkenness was collated.
3. Previous convictions
It has been noted that shoplifters tend to have 
fewer previous convictions than other thieves, and, in fact, 
would seem to be relatively honest.
Sohier's figures of 80% first offenders in shop­
lifting, compared with 40% for other thieves can perhaps 
partly be explained by the fact that shoplifting does have 
certain peculiarities attached to it. These might tend to 
enhance artificially the number of first offenders. It 
seems likely that it is possible for the adept lifter to go
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on stealing for years before ever being caught and perhaps,
prosecuted. In other words, the large proportion of
official first offenders may be partly a function of the
rarity with which shoplifters are caught coupled with the
*
tendency of stores only to prosecute a certain proportion 
of those apprehended. It would therefore appear that 
a straight comparison between official rates of recidivism 
for shoplifting and other offences might be misleading.
4. Marital status and fertility
There was very little reliable indication as to 
shoplifters' marital status in the present survey. However, 
much interest has been shown in this aspect and it was 
thought worth while to recapitulate some of the major points.
When comparing shoplifters with other thieves, 
Sohier found that single people were three times as common 
among other thieves (they comprised 60% of them)^ than 
among shoplifters. However, widows were nine times as 
common in shoplifters. This must be related at least in 
part to the shoplifters' average age being so much higher 
than that of other thieves. Those living separated are 
found twice as often among other thieves, and the numbers
1 Sohier p.681
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of divorced people are proportionately higher as well.
The index of fertility was almost the same for shoplifters 
and other thieves, though it was a little lower for shop­
lifters. Sohier also compared shoplifters with the general 
population and found here that their civil state approached 
that of the population much more nearly than that of other 
thieves. But it was found that divorced people were twice 
as frequent among shoplifters.
Gibbens and Prince, while supporting Sohier in 
saying that a lower proportion of other thieves than shop­
lifters were married, state that even the proportion of 
married shoplifters is lower than would be expected from a 
population sample. Gibbens and Prince also found that 
separated and divorced people constituted a higher proportion 
of the shoplifters than the general population. Again, 
agreeing with Sohier*s findings they said that there were 
a lot more widows than one would expect, and the number of 
dependant children was about the same as would be expected 
in a sample of the population. (There is room for bias 
here: in the present survey several store detectives said
that female offenders who had several children with them 
were less likely to be prosecuted.) The authors concluded 
that offenders probably include an excess of solitary middle- 
aged women.^
1 Gibbens and Prince p.37
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Roger Moyson analysed the marital status of two 
hundred adult shoplifters examined
Table (5)^
Marital status of shoplifters
Married Single Divorced Widowed
Female 59.6% 21.5% 13.9% 7.5%
Male 36.5% 44.44% 17.46% 1.58%
He reached a general conclusion that women shoplifters tend
to be married while men tend to be on their own. The only
single condition in which there was a higher percentage of
female thieves than males occurred in widowhood, which is
natural enough considering the life expectancy and relative
age at marriage of the sexes. Moyson therefore thought
that women shoplift owing to problems arising from their
married state while men find greater problems in the single
state.
However, it would appear that the author is taking 
an over complex view of the relation of marital status to 
shoplifting. The high proportion of married women (as 
compared with men) would more probably indicate that they 
go shopping more frequently and for a larger number of pur­
chases as they shop for a family. Therefore, they are more 
exposed to the temptation of shoplifting simply by the amount 
of time they spend shopping as compared with, say, married
1 Moyson p.69
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men. Single and divorced men are obviously less likely to 
be living with someone than those who say that they are 
married, so they have to shop for themselves more often than 
married men. In this way, they are more exposed to the 
possibility of shoplifting. This would explain the high 
proportion of single and divorced men in Moyson*s statistics, 
rather than reasoning that men adapt less successfully to 
the single state than women.
The proportion of single men among shoplifters 
would probably link up with the apparently high proportion 
of homosexual thieves, noted by some store detectives on 
this survey. This was noticed in the Gibbens and Prince 
survey, and C.H. Rolph says in his commentary on it:-
"Some store detectives thought that 
there was "a high correlation between 
homosexuality and shoplifting in men"; 
they may have learned since that homo­
sexual men are likely to do their own 
shopping ...
Heredero states that male homosexuals are liable 
to be among professional shoplifters, which throws a different 
light on homosexual shoplifting as not being merely a con­
sequence of more time spent in shops by male homosexuals:
"In this kind of crime (professional 
shoplifting) both men and women take part,
1 Rolph p.14
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but the most important part is played 
by homosexuals especially in the case 
of jewellery.
But no evidence is offered for this assertion.
5. Foreigners
Foreign thieves make up a large proportion of 
shoplifters in London. In the present survey, the London 
branch of one department store was compared with its Notting­
ham branch as to the surnames of shoplifters caught, admittedly 
not a very reliable procedure, but the best available. The 
number of foreign names among the Nottingham thieves was 
negligible but they constituted %rds of the London group, 
a large proportion occurring between April and July:-
Table (6)
London shoplifters caught in 1968 in a department store
British (including Irish)Foreign Month t:
1 January 2












I Heredero F. & Tolosa L. Shop-lifting at the large Stores (1960) 
Prep. Papers. 4th Internat. Grim. Cong. The Hague (Société 
Internat, de Criminel. Bulletin 1961 pp.395-7)
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Representatives of nearly all London department 
and variety chain stores questioned stated that foreigners 
were a large percentage of their shoplifters caught. Most 
seem to be young continentals over in London on holiday - 
French, Swiss, Austrians, Czechs, Israelis, Italians, etc.
The Chief Security Officer of a large multiple store said 
that many of them stay in hostels together and in this way 
get to hear about how to shoplift, and which stores are 
lenient and which best to avoid. Many foreigners say they 
wanted souvenirs, and others do eleventh hour stealing for 
presents when their money is gone.
A disproportionate number of shoplifters are au 
pair girls, from what store detectives say. While they are 
subject to possible encouragement towards shoplifting in 
the form of low pay, isolation, etc., it is possible that 
other factors may play a part. A French journalist who 
has made a study of French au pairs in England, says that 
some of them have been "difficult" at home and so their 
parents are agreeable, if not eager, that they should go 
abroad for a while. (In France it is still not as customary
for girls to leave home and live in lodgings before marriage.)
England, still associated with a "swinging" image, probably 
has an attraction for some of these girls. Whether or not
any of their "difficulties" at home involved theft, it might
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be that the problems they already have, coupled with others 
appertaining to foreigners in general and au pairs in 
particular, might be a further inducement towards shoplifting
On page 20 of "Shoplifting", Gibbens and 
Prince give a comprehensive list of factors which might 
play a part in shoplifting by foreigners, to which might be 
added the problems already encountered by some of the au 
pairs who arrive here:-
(1) Relative poverty
(2) Resentment about conditions of employment
(3) Isolation in an alien culture and language
(4) Social detachment - a feeling of nothing
to lose by arrest
(5) Friends say it is easy
(6) Unaccustomed profusion of goods: tempting 
to visitors from behind the Iron Curtain^
(7) Lack of identification with cultural 
standards of the country.
Gibbens and Prince noticed that West Indians
2
seemed particularly honest among the foreigners, perhaps 
because they were more likely to be immigrants to this 
country and not just here for a holiday. In that case they 
would be more likely to conform to the legal standards of
1 The Chief Security Officer of an Oxford Street department 
store said that occasionally Russians get caught. "They're 
usually on trade delegations. If they do shoplift it's 
because they're short of money towards the end of their
trip. They're very scared because of the consequences
if our police told the authorities back home. One Bul­
garian was terrified because he thought the police were 
going to be like the police back home. When he got to 
the station and realised how different it was, he was so
relieved it was cigars all round."
2 Gibbens and Prince p.20
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their adopted country than people who were soon going home. 
Store detectives questioned during the present survey on 
this point tended to support Gibbens and Prince's findings. 
Either they agreed that West Indians shoplifted compara­
tively infrequently for their numbers or else said that so 
few shopped there, it was impossible to hazard a guess as 
to their shoplifting habits. The store detective of a very 
large supermarket in Brixton where a high proportion of 
customers were of West Indian origin had particularly noticed 
West Indian "honesty" as compared with native born English 
people.
6. Drug Addiction
Drug addicts who shoplift to pay for supplies 
are on the increase in this country according to nearly all 
store detectives questioned. Lois Higgins is quoted by 
Loren Edwards as describing the stages young drug addicts 
run through as they need more and more money for drugs ;-
"'In the beginning, the youthful 
addicts invent elaborate stories to 
obtain money from parents, friends and 
relatives. Then comes pilfering of 
objects within the home. If a high 
school student, he finds his earnings 
inadequate to purchase the needed 
supply of drugs. Generally in the
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company of another addict, he starts 
out by robbing news stands, then 
stripping automobiles, stealing 
packages from delivery trucks, shop­
lifting, burglary, purse snatching,  ^
and an occasional strong arm robbery.
"Since World War II, there has been 
a great increase in addicts' shoplifting 
Most of them are youths ....
While the drug addiction situation is still not 
as severe in this country as in America, the "frantic 
addict" mentioned by Cameron would seem to be a growing 
part of store life:-
"The "frantic addict" with no money 
to pay for his drug who dashes into a
... store and grabs merchandise ....  is
a well-known phenomenon in store life.
Mention has already been made of the "frantic 
addict" caught in a Brixton supermarket who stole an iron, 
hoping to sell it to a stallholder in the market outside 
for drugs. The manager who caught him claimed that the 
twenty-two year old addict was desperate enough to have 
lashed out with the iron if he had not prevented him, in 
time. Most London department stores have had trouble with 
drug addict thieves, and those near Piccadilly Circus suffer 
more than most. The most high class stores tend to find 
addicts using their lavatories for a fix and to have a
1 Edwards p.84
2 ibid. p.85
3 Cameron p. 49
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rest in the warmth though they are not aware of having caught 
any of them stealing. One security officer of this type 
of store said that their appearance immediately put the 
staff on guard
"You can't mistake them when they
come i n   Given half a chance
they'd pinch something, but they're 
watched so carefully they can't."
It would seem that drug addiction among shoplifters 
is by no means new. As long ago as 1901 Dubuisson stated 
that several of his 120 women shoplifters were "adonnees a 
la morphine."^
7. Drunkenness
Occasionally the odd drunk will try a bit of 
shoplifting but, by scaring sales girls and annoying cus­
tomers, they are usually more of a nuisance than anything 
else. The trouble they cause is more in the line of 




The Stolen Merchandise and when it is Taken 
1. What shoplifters steal in self-service and department stores
Before beginning an analysis of the data con­
cerned with what shoplifers steal, it must be remembered 
that the material is based necessarily only on thieves who 
have been caught. Goods taken by uncaught thieves may 
follow a different pattern, and store detectives tend to 
reinforce a stereotype of stolen merchandise. In Mary 
Cameron's words:-
"The most popular goods for shoplifting 
are relatively small and easily concealed 
and are, for this reason no doubt, attractive 
to pilferers. Moreover displays of these 
goods are most carefully watched. The 
practice of watching these goods both reflects 
the store detectives' past experience that 
such lines of merchandise are among the most 
frequently taken and also contributes largely 
to the total number of arrests.
It is further evident from the analysis that the 
statistics include very few professional shoplifters. It 
would not be expected that they should appear much in self- 
service statistics, but in department stores as well, there 
is little sign that many were caught. Those apprehended 
when stealing clothing would probably include the bulk of
1 Cameron pp.78-9
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professionals who were caught, but even so, the type of 
merchandise stolen rarely indicated that activities of a 
professional. The more expensive the item, the more likely 
a professional stole it, as his primary consideration is 
profit, and not the attractiveness of the object to himself.
For a fifty guinea suede coat the thief can get about £10 
or £15 if he is lucky. A suit might fetch £10. As profits 
are not high for the professional he goes in for expensive 
merchandise and stealing in bulk. Very little property 
fitting this description appeared in the analysis.
The most popular items stolen by shoplifters 
were elicited from the data for 1967, controlled by age, 
sex and type of store.^ Taking self-service stores first, 
what strikes one primarily is the "ordinariness" of the 
recovered property. A fairly typical haul of a middle- 
aged housewife could be, to take an actual example, a pound 
of sausages, a tin of luncheon meat, a packet of biscuits 
and some frozen plaice. Admittedly, self-service stores 
while being intrinsically tempting to the shoplifters, do 
not afford much in the way of exotic luxuries on their 
shelves, but, on first going through the data, it was impossible 
not to be struck by the almost relentlessly prosaic quality 
of the merchandise taken.
1 See Appendix Tables (F) & (G)
199
In fact, what is lifted in the self-service food 
stores is surely, in the type of articles stolen, and their 
variety, typical of what would be bought, with two important 
provisos - size and price. Stolen property tends to be 
on the small side, obviously, because smaller things are 
easier to steal than large. This means that packets of 
tea will be taken while cornflakes are either bought or 
left on the shelves. Items tend to be in the slightly more 
expensive price range while still being hardly luxuries to 
the majority of people today. Bread and potatoes, being 
both cheap and bulky, are rarely stolen. A lot of protein 
food is taken in the form of meat and cheese. Butter is 
one of the most popular items, while margarine is rarely 
taken. This is evidence of some systematic thought behind 
at least some shoplifting - why have free margarine when you 
can have butter free instead? Security officers are quick 
to point out the methodical nature of amateur lifting. One 
department store officer noticed that when tights were first 
fashionable and, consequently, still expensive, many pairs 
were stolen by, presumably, women who did not want to pay 
for trying them out, with the possibility of finding them 
unsuitable.
Medicinal tablets and powders are very popular 
among self-service store thieves, as being small and relatively
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expensive. For example, one fifty year old woman took a 
jar of paste, a packet of anadin, some Yeastvite, and a 
sachet of shampoo. Some other popular items, perhaps just 
above the lifters' incomes and entering the luxury class, 
include tins of crab, salmon and ham, salmon being very 
frequently stolen. Among both men and women, salmon seems 
to take on a fairly sudden popularity around early middle 
age - forty-five year old women and thirty-five year old 
men start stealing it in quantity.
Meat is extremely popular, again with both sexes 
From 15-74, it is the item most frequently stolen by women 
in self-service stores, while it holds a high position among 
men between fifteen and sixty-four. While the meat listed 
in tables (F) and (G) (Appendix) includes sausages, pies 
and tinned meat as well as frozen joints, the Chief Security 
Officer of a large group of self-service stores asserted 
that people taking joints of meat are on the increase. The 
joints disappear mostly towards the end of the week, in time 
for the Sunday dinner. Medicines are, naturally enough, 
commonly stolen by middle aged women lifters - between 
thirty-five and sixty-four, especially, though, more sur­
prisingly, they seem less important to older thieves.
Butter, a regularly needed commodity, is very popular in 
the housewife age range from twenty-five onwards. It even
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supersedes meat as the first choice among the oldest women, 
though it is not as generally popular among the men.
Older shoplifters of both sexes show an in­
creasing tendency to take oxo cubes, either singly or in 
packets; they are often dissolved in hot water to make 
a cheap soup. It is noteworthy that older people have 
a kind of recurrence of childhood in that some return to 
stealing sweets and chocolate. Apart from this, they 
usually take basic foodstuff of the more expensive kind - 
the protein foods including the ever favourite salmon.
Old people steal a higher proportion of food than any other 
age group in both self-service and department stores, and 
one is tempted to associated this with their comparative 
poverty, after being accustomed to a higher income.
The manager of a large supermarket in Liverpool 
recovered £461. 2. 6d. worth of merchandise from offenders 

































Less popular items - those of which under £5*s worth were 
recovered - are not included. Value is to the nearest 
pound. The relation of Table (1) to Tables (F) and (G) 
(Appendix) with the prominence of meat, tinned salmon and 
shell fish, pharmaceuticals and butter, is obvious. How­
ever, as value and not frequency of property stolen is the 
emphasis of Table (1), this means that cheap though popular
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items like sweets, come comparatively low down on the list. 
Conversely, clothes, which are probably fairly infrequently 
stolen in supermarkets are placed high, being comparatively 
expensive. Interestingly, only £2 worth of margarine 
and other fats were recovered as opposed to £20 worth of 
butter. This supports the data in the present survey.
When one considers property regained from the 
under fifteen year olds, it is again evident that they take 
what they would be expected to buy if they had the money. 
There are obvious differences between the under ten year 
olds* choices and the ten to fourteen year olds. In self- 
service stores, the under tens go in for chocolates, sweets, 
biscuits (including a high proportion of chocolate covered 
ones) and toys, mostly, while the ten to fourteen year old 
girls start to take stockings, tights, and toilet requisites, 
and the boys take "older** games and books. In department 
stores, toys and games are much the most popular items 
among boys of the five to fourteen age group, while the 
girls* interest in cosmetics and jewellery starts so early 
that they easily outstrip other stolen property for the 
entire age group. One store detective commented on the 
increasingly earlier interest shown by girls in cosmetics 
and spoke of a definite change in their pattern of thieving;-
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**Girls would take the odd lipstick 
from Woolworth*s - and now it's Mary 
Quant all the time, and tights as 
well as make-up."
Nearly all detectives questioned agreed that 
juvenile shoplifting is increasing rapidly, while more 
and more expensive articles are being stolen. More 
frequently, small gangs of three of four adolescents are 
being apprehended with up to £50 worth of stolen property 
on them. What one detective could not understand was how 
they explain away their thefts once they get home with the 
merchandise.
The security officer of a group of self-service 
stores noticed the popularity of cosmetics among eleven to 
fifteen year olds in 1963. The officer had the cosmetics 
moved to be next to the greengrocery counters in his stores, 
which have to be attended by assistants, and the thefts 
immediately dropped. Oddly enough, very few adult women 
seem to steal cosmetics; Hilary Bennett noticed this
phenomenon as well, finding that " ....  only one woman was
recorded to have stolen cosmetics ........... Cosmetics
stealing from department stores is at its height in the 
early teens, and declines swiftly in popularity afterwards. 
Instead, stealing clothing gains ground, and dresses, 
skirts, knitwear, and even coats are stolen by adult women
1 Bennett p.418
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until late middle age. From middle age onwards, women who 
steal in department stores , are found more frequently in 
the food halls of these stores.
After cosmetics, jewellery is most frequently 
stolen by eleven - fifteen year old girls in department 
stores. Rings are especially popular, and consequently, 
some stores have had to place protective glass plates over 
their displays of rings. The type of cheap rings to be 
found in many department and variety chain stores are 
extremely popular among young girls, not only because they 
are the favourite form of jewellery anyway among teenagers, 
but also because of the ease with which they may be stolen. 
They can be tried on with minimum display, and the thief 
can simply walk away still wearing them. Girls and boys 
differ in the abruptness of their decline in toy stealing.
At thirteen, there is a very sharp reduction in toy and 
game theft by girls but the male decline is much more gradual
A director of a large suburban department store 
interviewed had noticed some variation in articles stolen 
by different age groups which roughly followed the pattern 
found in the above analysis. Girls of thirteen to fifteen, 
he said, take rings and cosmetics, the seventeen to twenty- 
one year olds take hosiery and umbrellas, and over twenty-
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ones go in for dresses. Boys take toys, transistor radios, 
and sweets. Old people are found in the food hall, taking 
basic foods such as bovril, sausages, butter and pies.
The shoplifter's preference for small objects 
is evident in department stores as well as self-service 
stores. A London department store which sells clothing 
only, has found, not surprisingly, that the smaller items 
like knitwear are the most popular of all, though before 
Christmas, leather and suede goods disappear in quantity. 
Detectives said that they had a lot of Indian or Pakistani 
thieves who tended to steal children's wear in the form of 
blouses, jumpers, and cardigans. 1*Jhen comparing the London 
store with its Nottingham branch, it was found that many 
more dresses were stolen at the last store, partly, one 
assumes, due to the virtual epidemic, mentioned before, of 
fitting room thefts by girls. Data, however, revealed 
that the large number of customers at the London store who 
had foreign names (unlike those at the Nottingham branch who 
were nearly all British) tended to steal skirts and knitwear 
while, supporting the store detectives' assertions, those who 
were described as Indian or Pakistani, took knitwear and 
children's clothes. Two male shoplifters out of every 
three caught in the London store had stolen men's knitwear.
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Among the male shoplifters analysed in this 
survey, it would seem that meat is not as important an item 
as for women - perhaps the men are not so budget conscious. 
But, in fact, for the over sixty-five men, who would be 
having to economise, one would think, meat almost diappears 
entirely. Oddly enough, tea seems to be more popular 
among men than women, whereas coffee is unpopular among 
thieves of both sexes. Although meat in the form of tinned 
and frozen meat, pies and sausages is not so often stolen 
among men, it was found that ham and pork were popular 
enough among middle aged men to merit a separate category 
of their own. In view of affirmations by store detectives 
that professionals and semi-professionals in food stores go 
in for the relatively expensive tins of ham, the popularity 
of ham and pork may have some relevance. Like female 
lifters, the men take really what one would expect them to 
buy - tools, do-it-yourself kits, and electrical goods are 
popular, and the younger men sometimes take ladies* and 
children's clothes - mostly before Christmas. Perhaps 
they are embarrassed to buy?
The age group twenty-five - thirty-four, is an
interesting one for women. In most other age groups,
classified^ items stolen are about two-thirds to three-
1 Classified items are all those objects which were popular 
enough to be included on a list, and from which the most 
commonly stolen items were drawn for each age group.
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quarters of all property taken, in self-service stores. But 
in the group twenty-five - thirty-four, classified items 
total under half. In other words, this age is typified 
by a more miscellaneous collection of merchandise stolen, 
which can hardly be connected with the switch from teenage 
to adult stealing as the two are catered for in the classi­
fied groups, and one major switch, from childhood to adoles­
cence, is completed without any decrease in the proportion 
of classified objects. Comparatively few shoplifters are 
caught in the twenty-five - thirty-four age group. As 
this is so, and coupled with the heterogeneity of the articles 
stolen, it is tempting to speculate whether those who 
actually do shoplift in this age group are more likely to be 
mentally or emotionally disturbed than those of other ages. 
However, the variety of objects taken may only indbate that 
the women are new to housekeeping (and, perhaps, shoplifting) 
and are still experimenting. Among the more popular 
merchandise stolen in this age group are children's cjothes 
and baby food, also men's clothing; all what one would 
expect - but among the classified articles is alcohol. This 
is the age when the most alcohol is stolen, though the amount 
is very small. If more pronounced, the alcohol theft might 
have pointed towards some kind of disturbance, but as it 
is, not even the most tentative conclusions can be drawn.
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The theft of baby food and male and children's 
clothing by women has some significance in relation to the 
fact that Mary Cameron found stealing of this kind to be 
almost non-existent in the American department store she 
investigated. Her sample was large and extended over a 
five year period, and yet, in spite of the fact that the 
store had sizeable men's wear and children's departments, 
only 1% of women were apprehended with stolen men's clothing 
in their possession, and none at all the children's clothing.^
2
Further, the author points out that the kinds 
of articles stolen in the department store she investigated 
were chiefly in the form of small luxuries, and the stolen 
property (that stolen by amateurs) was almost entirely for 
their own use and thus not for husband or children. Also 
no household goods were taken and Mary Cameron pointed out 
that food stores reports that small tins of "fancy goods" are 
the most frequently stolen. The picture that emerges from 
the present survey is rather different. More expensive 
and relatively small sized protein foods are certainly taken 
by female lifters in self-service stores, but the general 
impression gained is that what is stolen tends to be what 
would be bought for herself and the family in any case, if 
she were able or willing to spend the extra money. Until
1 Cameron pp. 79-^80
2 ibid. p. 80
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the age of twenty-five, it is obvious that the girl offender 
is stealing primarily for herself, except, probably, at 
Christmas, but after that age she has family responsibilities 
and so often steals for the family as a whole. Hilary 
Bennett's findings support the discovery that the female 
shoplifter takes things needed by the family generally.
Ten per cent of stolen property in her sample of prosecuted 
shoplifters consisted of "household goods''^ while Mary 
Cameron found no evidence of any being taken in the store 
she investigated.
Although it lies outside the scope of this 
survey's data, a word should be said about a curious phenomenon 
in shoplifting - the male book thief. Those who steal books 
will only be mentioned here in relation to shop thefts, but 
it must be remembered that libraries suffer perhaps to a 
greater extent than stores;-
"Book thieves prefer libraries to 
bookstores as the scene of their operations 
principally because the danger is less, 
although there are several other factors 
at work such as the greater accessibility 
of the books, and the wider variety which 
is available."2
Few bookstores in 1967 employed the firm of 
store detectives whose data is being used, and while the 
number increased in 1968, the relevant figures are still
1 Bennett p.418
2 Thompson L.S. Notes on Bibliokleptomania (Sep. 1944) 
Bulletin of the New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox & Tilden 
Foundations. 48:9 New York p.758
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extremely low. The analysis does indicate, though, that 
books are popular among boys over ten, and Hilary Bennett 
found that 14% of prosecuted boys under twenty-one had stolen 
books or diaries.^
2
Gibbens and Prince stated that 50% - 60% of
male shoplifters they investigated had stolen books, although
the percentage was lower in the second year they studied -
1959 - as opposed to the previous sample of a decade before.
The authors hazarded the opinion that the reduction might
be due to the rise of the paperback. It might also be
said that another reason for the reduced percentage is that
it is partly due to the rise of the self-service food store.
The authors discovered that between the two years, female
thefts of food alone rose from 1% to 20%. Male thefts of
3
this nature rose from nil to 20%.
The question which has intrigued a number of 
authors is why book stealing is so predominantly a male 
offence. Many books are hoarded in the thieves' homes and, 
as Gibbens and Prince say :- "....collecting and hoarding is 
very largely a masculine t r a i t . T h e r e  are signs that
1 Bennett p.418
2 Gibbens & Prince pp.127-53
3 Of course the absolute numbers of book thieves might be 
the same or even higher. But as food stealing became so 
important, the proportion of book thefts declined.
4 Gibbens & Prince p.129
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store detectives regard amateur book thieves as being more 
likely to be disturbed in some way than those who steal other 
merchandise. Victor Meek, for instance, is of the opinion 
that :-
"There is no apparent cure for the 
male book-thief. He may develop cunning 
and care, but books become like drugs to
him - he can't give up ....  if at 23 he
is still *absentmindedly' pocketing the 
occasional volume from Smiths or the public^ 
library, he is probably hooked for life."
The chief security officer of a group of book­
stores dismissed the amateur book thief briefly as a "nut".
He referred to one who was apprehended for stealing magazines 
When police searched his home they found a room "piled high 
to the ceiling" with stacks of magazines, some going as far 
back as ten years. If not stolen, books are occasionally 
defaced. The same officer said that when a biography of 
Marilyn Monroe came out a lot of copies sold in branches 
all over the country were returned as being faulty. People 
had been tearing out the famous nude picture from the books 
on display. Eventually, the publishers refused to accept 
back any more mutilated copies.
It might be thought that book stealing is so 
prevalent among men because they simply comprise the majority 
of customers for books, but this is certainly not the whole
1 Meek p. 35
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story.When women enter book shops they seem to be less 
inclined to steal than men. This is indicated by the 
experience of the security officer of a large London book­
store. The children's department, which has the largest 
proportion of female customers, apparently suffers the 
fewest depredations of all the departments, while the most 
predominantly masculine patronised sections such as the 
sciences are among the most popular for the book thieves.
A member of the security staff remarked that the philosophical 
and psychological department was the worst hit of the lot:-
"You get a lot of odd people in there. 
Anarchists, down-and-out types. People 
with a grudge against society."
Stores selling the more expensive type of book notice the 
popularity of the large and glossy kind of "art" book among 
thieves - the professional steals them because they are 
expensive and the amateur presumably because of a love of 
art as well.
The predominance of men among book thieves 
while shoplifting generally is such a typically female 
occupation remains a complete enigma unless one considers 
the largely masculine trait of collecting. Books have 
for centuries been among the most popular hoarded objects - 
they can hardly be worn out and a book collection is likely 
to enhance the hoarder's ego.
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2. The average number of objects taken
The survey data provided material on the number 
of objects taken by shoplifters, and their value. Some 
offenders, when caught, had obviously been interrupted in 
the middle or at the end of a shoplifting trip from store 
to store; most of these being youngish women. (Mary 
Cameron^ also noticed that women were found with merchandise 
stolen from other stores much more frequently than men.)
The articles discovered on them were, as far as the store 
detectives' notes went, nearly all from the type of store 
covered by the survey material - self-service food stores, 
multiple chain and department stores. However, people who 
visit several stores in the course of a shoplifting expedition 
appear to be a small minority and the data indicates that 
most lifters seem to steal from one store only on each 
venture. The figures provided in Tables (2) and (3) only 
apply to merchandise stolen from the individual stores 
covered by the survey although store detectives sometimes 
specified in detail in their notes what the lifter had 
taken from other stores. As there is no reason to suppose 
that the detectives always specified what and how much the 
thief had taken elsewliere, and whether in fact they were 








F emal e Male
a a AGE a a
1.5 1.5 3-9 2.4 1.9
2.2 1.8 10-19 2.7 2.1
3.3 3.4 20-29 3.8 3.7
3.5 2.2 30-39 3.7 2.3
2.9 2.6 40-49 3.2 2.3
2.6 2.0 50-59 3.0 3.0
2.0 2.0 60-69 2.7 2.3
1.9 1.9 70-79 1.8 3.0
2.0 1.8 80 plus 1.8 1.4
Table (3)
Average number of objects taken by shoplifters
1967 & 1968
Female Male
f a AGE f a
55 1.8 3-9 134 1.6
730 2.3 10-19 561 1.9
410 3.5 20-29 108 3.5
530 3.5 30-39 134 2.2
698 3.0 40-49 193 2.5
822 2.6 50-59 181 2.3
774 2.2 60-69 197 2.1
379 1.9 70-79 129 2.1
66 1.9 80 plus 41 1.8
4464 1678
f frequency (shoplifters)
a average number of objects stolen
F M
Total in above ;sample 4464 1678
Total in survey - 4652 1721
Proportion used - 96% 98%
The entire survey sample could not be used as occasionally 
the store detectives did not list the number of items stolen
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was stolen, it was thought best to exclude property taken 
elsewhere from the tables. As referring to merchandise 
taken from the store where the lifter was caught, the 
figures are as full as possible as detectives rarely interrupt 
offenders while they are shoplifting. Pilferers are 
nearly always apprehended just after they have left the 
store, and so the tables provide an almost complete record 
of uninterrupted shoplifting tours in individual stores.
One of the most striking points about the tables 
(Tables (2) and (3)), is that women steal a larger number 
of articles on average, than men, in almost all age groups. 
Where this is not so, (see, for example, 1967, age 20-29, 
and 1968, 70-79) the explanation must be that the men who 
are far fewer in number are more liable to fluctuations in 
the mean number of ojects stolen, particularly, of course, 
in age groups which contain the smallest frequencies - in 
the twenties and old age. Hilary Bennett^ observed the 
tendency of adult females to steal several articles at a 
time and Mary Cameron noticed that;- "Forty-six per cent 
of the adult men and sixty per cent of the adult women 





The author claims that the number of articles 
stolen supports her theory that amateur shoplifting is 
generally systematic in nature. If just one object were 
usually taken the thefts might be said to be due to an 
irresistible impulse, but as two or three items are most 
often stolen, this hypothesis loses much of its plausibility 
(But it could be argued almost as well that the more 
irresistible the impulse, the more articles stolen!) 
According to the author's material, she found that men steal 
more than five objects less frequently than women, and 
she goes on to say that because men steal fewer articles, 
they could be comparatively under-represented in store 
statistics - the more items you steal in a store, the higher 
your chances of being noticed. And store detectives are 
sometimes wary of apprehending someone whom they have seen 
only take one article, as, if the case came to court, the 
chances of the defendant's being found not guilty are con^ 
siderably increased. Men tend to steal in the same way 
that they buy : they go into a store for something they have
already decided to get, and then walk out, while women 
wander round and buy - or take - more.
Mary Cameron^ could find no significant relation­
ship for adults between age and the number of objects taken,
1 Cameron p. 82
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but the present survey shows a clear relationship especially 
for women. Taking Table (3), for women, the average number 
demonstrates a sharp rise until reaching a peak at age 30-39, 
and then shows a decline into old age. The average number 
taken by the very old and very young is much the same.
In 1967 the mean for women aged 20-24 is 3.2 while in 1968 
it jumps straight up to 5.6. The women who have pushed the 
figures up so dramatically tend to be those who steal 
clothing for themselves, their husbands and even nappies 
and baby pants for their children, as well as food, including 
baby food. This large scale thieving took place mainly 
in supermarkets, and a possitfe reason -why the 1967 figures 
do not show it, apart from chance (the number of female 
shoplifters aged 20-24 is small) is that there were fewer 
supermarkets covered by the detectives, and those that were, 
had a smaller range of clothing, in 1967.
The 1968 20-24 age group for female shoplifters 
is just an extreme example of the general increase in objects 
stolen between 1967 and 1968. This is mainly because the 
proportion of other (mostly departmental) stores to self- 
service food stores, covered, dropped between 1967 and 1968. 
This meant that shoplifters caught in other stores dropped 
from 38 to 20 as compared with every 100 shoplifters caught 
in self-service stores. On average, more items are stolen
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from self-service food stores than any other type, owing to
better conditions for repeated thefts. VJhile the average
number of items stolen by all females in 1967 and 1968 was 
2.7, the amount taken in other (mostly department) stores
only came to 2.6 For men the figures are 2.2 and 1.9
If merchandise taken from food halls of department stores 
had been included with self-service food stores, and not 
other stores (the halls are mostly run on self-service lines) 
the discrepancy between the mean amounts would have been 
wider. Other factors which may have had a marginal influence 
on the number of objects stolen could include a probable 
higher proportion of supermarkets (extremely conducive to 
theft) covered in 1968, wider ranges of merchandise available, 
and more sophisticated display methods. Of course, whether 
the space of one year is long enough for these possibilities 
to have any significant influence on the figures is debatable.
It is apparent that the trend in number of 
thefts by women seems to follow shopping requirements. Those
between the ages of twenty and forty who have to shop for a 
husband and still dependant children need a larger quantity 
of shopping than other age groups - and this is reflected 
in their shoplifting habits. They spend longer in the 
stores while shopping, and so have a longer period of 
temptation to shoplift. One might expect that just as t^ he
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proportion of articles stolen per woman is high at this age, 
so would be the proportion of women stealing, but the ages 
20-40 contain no peak in stealing, rather a trough at the 
lower age. In fact, it is paradoxical that as the proportion 
of adult women thieves increases to a peak in the fifties, 
the average number of objects taken is dropping as if 
totally independent.
For men, the tables are not nearly so clear.
No doubt this is mainly because of their much smaller numbers 
but perhaps also because they are unlikely to follow such 
consistent shopping habits as women. It is possible, 
though, to see certain similarities to women in the number 
of objects stolen. As before, the very young and very old 
steal relatively few things, and there is again a peak 
among young adults, although for men it is definitely in 
the twenties rather than the twenties and early thirties 
as it is for women.
3. Value of items stolen
In self-service food stores, it was found that 
the average value of all shoplifters* thefts for 1967 and 
1968 was 8-2d. per lifter. This is comparable to two 
other figures obtained, 8-Id. and 8-4d. The Chief Security
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Officer of a large group of self-service stores gave the 
first figure, from their 1968 statistics, while John Lodge^ 
mentioned the amount of 8-4d. in 1970, as appertaining to 
a "recent survey" carried out in a supermarket. When 
the amount of 8-2d. obtained in this survey is divided 
between male and female offenders, the figure becomes 8-9d. 
for women and 7-Od. for men. Obviously, again, this 
demonstrates how shoplifting patterns follow those of 
shopping. Women both buy and steal more in self-service 
stores, than men. As they buy more, they spend longer in 
the stores and are thus exposed to the temptation of 
stealing for longer periods, bringing up their thefts in 
value and number.
For other stores (mostly departmental), the 
average value of the thefts is much higher. The 1967 and 
1968 mean is one guinea. Here there is much less difference 
between men and women’s thefts in value. For males, the 
sum is £l-l-ld. and females, £lrO-lld. It might seem at 
first sight surprising that male thefts in other stores 
should surpass females* value while their mean number of 
items stolen in those stores is only 1.9 as opposed to the 
famales * 2.6, but a glance at the list of merchandise stolen 
in Appendix, Table (G) shows that the type of goods 
appealing to male shoplifters are simply more expensive 
1 Winn p. 25
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than those attractive to the females, for example, clothing, 
electrical goods, etc.
I'Jhen relating the value of objects stolen to the 
various age groups, there is usually a strong association 
between value and number stolen. The relationship does not 
always hold - as for example, if women in the age groups 
20-29 and 30-39 are compared, (Table (4)., IVhile the number 
of items stolen is the same - 3.5 - the value drops quite 
considerably, especially in the "other" stores. The most 
important reason for this is that the twenties, and particularly 
the early twenties, is the time when a substantial proportion 
of women steal clothing for themselves in the form of more 
expensive merchandise such as dresses and coats. This, of 
course, pushes up the mean value. However, in general, 
the same trend is evident in both value and number of 
objects stolen as is âiown by an examination of the troughs 
at either end of the age scale and the peaks in the twenties 
and thirties.
Mary Cameron noticed the low value of thefts 
by the very young and old, saying of elderly women;-
'*....of women over 70, 73 per cent 
stole items valued at /5.00 or less.
This represented a slump of 30 per cent  ^
from the preceding age period of 60-69."
1 Cameron p.76
The entire survey sample could not be used as 
occasionally the store detectives did not list the 
individual values of the items stolen





* Other * store Self -service 'Other * store Self-
f V f V  AGE f V f
50 5-1 84 2-11 3-9 11 5-4 36
195 17-2 301 4-3 10-19 226 20-8 420
34 42-3 60 17-11 20-29 69 46-9 326
31 36-3 89 11-0 30-39 88 40-5 431
38 26-2 128 9-0 40-49 96 20-4 568
31 10-10 127 9-10 50-59 117 11-6 640
21 12-1 151 5-4 60-69 112 9-11 567
19 8-8 98 2-3 70-79 48 6-4 279
__4 2-2 16 2-0 80 plus 11 5-6 39
423 1054 778 3306
Table
Average value of objects taken by shoplifters
1967 and 1968
Female Male
All stores All stores
f V AGE f V
47 2-7 3-9 134 3-9
402 8-11 10-14 402 7-2
244 19-1 15-19 94 14- 8
167 25-5 20-24 46 36-0
228 15-8 25-29 48 33-8
243 18-5 30-34 53 24-5
276 16-8 35-39 67 10-9
305 11-5 40-44 69 12-4
359 9-10 45-49 97 12-5
371 10-3 50-54 78 10-3
386 8-1 55-59 80 9-9
370 6-4 60-64 77 8-10
309 6-0 65-69 95 3-11
207 5-8 70-74 75 5-4
120 4-11 75-79 42 6-7
50 4-6 80 plus 20 2-0
4084 1477
f Frequency (shoplifters)











Total in above sample 
Total in survey








The author also stated that thefts by men in the
department store she investigated included two peak ages
in value - the twenties and the fifties, and said that store
officials thought that the first group was inflated by drug
addicts while the latter included alcoholic vagrants.^
Cameron found that the mean and median values for recovered
property were considerably higher for men than women - the
women's average being #16.40, and the girls', #8.06. For
the men, the amount was #28.36 while for boys it was #7.14.
It should be remembered that the figures apply only to the
2
one department store investigated. In the present survey,
the average value of thefts was only marginally higher for
3
males, and, in fact, Roger Moyson in his investigation of 
three department stores in Brussels, found that the value of 
women's thefts exceeded those of men. As the value of men's 
thefts, as well as their number would depend on the type 
and availability of departments catering for men within 
all these stores, it would be useless to try to force any 
comparisons between the different statistics.
4. Time of day
The time of day that most offenders are
1 Cameron p.75
2 ibid. pp.71-2
3 Moyson p. 28
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apprehended cannot depend entirely on the lifters* own habits. 
Other factors, largely the detectives* hours at work must 
influence the statistics. In the company under survey, 
the usual working day of a store detective is from 10 - 4 p.m. 
in all types of store she covers. While the numbers of 
shoplifters caught at different times of the day may there­
fore reflect the detectives* method of work to some extent, 
and thus be partly invalidated, it is worth looking at a 
comparison between the two main types of store. There is 
no reason why the invalidating factors may not work fairly 
equally for both types, and so when simply comparing the two, 
these exterior elements will become less important.
Table (6)
Proportions of shoplifters caught during the mean day in 1966
Self-:service food stores Department Stores
Percentage caught Hour of day Percentage caught
7.4 9-10 3.1
A.M. 40.4% 14.5 10-11 11.6 30.9%
18.5 11-12 16.2
Lunch 11.6 1 2 t 1 11.0
hours 27.5% 15.9 1-2 16.7 27.7%
17.0 2-3 22.3
P.M. 32.1% 12.0 3-4 11.6 41.4%
3.0 4-5 5.2
0.1 5 plus 2.3
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Table (6) is derived from the security company's 
own statistics of the percentage of shoplifters caught
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throughout an average day. This mean day was calculated 
from their 1966 figures for self-service and departmental 
stores separately. Once again it would seem that shop­
lifting habits follow those of shopping. When the majority 
of shopping takes place, then most shoplifting occurs as 
well. Lunch hour shopping is popular among people who work 
in the vicinity of stores, and, consequently, shoplifting 
figures are high at this time. In the two hours between 
noon and 2 p.m., 27.5% of offenders are caught in self- 
service stores, and nearly the same number, 27.7% in depart­
ment stores. Tliis figure probably under-represents the 
number of shoplifters who might have been caught, because it 
must be pointed out that the store detectives have to take 
their own lunch hour. They do often, though, take it 
especially late, knowing that their chances of an arrest are 
high at lunch time.
Observation and conversations with store staff 
have elicited the information that food stores tend to be 
at their fullest in late morning, while department stores 
attract the most shoppers in the afternoon, especially early 
afternoon. Again, this is shown in the shoplifting figures. 
Self-service stores reach a peak of 18.5% of offenders 
caught between 11 and noon, while department stores have an 
even higher peak of 22.3% between 2 and 3 p.m. Some detectives
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questioned were undecided as to whether shoplifters prefer 
stores to be crowded or comparatively empty. It would 
appear either that they hope to be unnoticed in a crowd, 
or else they do not think sufficiently far ahead to be con­
cerned whether many or few other people will be around.
So it seems that the average amateur shoplifter visits stores 
at the usual time for shopping and does not think it worth 
while - or does not think of it at all - to prepare in 
advance by selecting any special time to steal.
Naturally enough, school children tend to get 
caught in large numbers after school, though the figures 
given in Table (7) are complicated by the fact that they
Table (7)
Boys 1967 and 1968 Girls













include school holidays, and most detectives stop work 
around four o “clock. Even in central London, some stores
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seem plagued by children after school. The security officer 
of an Oxford Street department store had noticed the large 
numbers of girls aged from eleven to fifteen who steal 
between about 4 and 5 p.m. Griffin found that 41.7% of 
juveniles are caught between 3 and 6 p.m.^
5. Day of week
To obtain some indication of the offenders* 
favourite days of the week for stealing is rather more com­
plicated than looking at the time of day. This is because 
whatever store a detective attends, she is there for the 
day, but she is usually called to a different store every 
day of the working week, as each detective may be hired for 
just one or two days a week by each of several stores. All 
this leads to the result that stores do not average out to 
use the same number of store detectives every day of the week; 
some days are more popular than other.
For example, Saturday is only 16.6% of the work­
ing week for stores, and yet, it can be seen from Table (8) 
that self-service store detectives work 28.9% on Saturday 
of the total number of hours they work in the week. Saturday 




Proportion of shoplifters caught on different days of the week
Self-service food Departmental stores
Percentage Comparative Day of Percentage Comparative
caught risk week caught risk
5.9 12.5 Monday 6.9 10.7
12.8 14.7 Tuesday 11.4 15.9
8.3 11.1 Wednesday 6.9 10.5
18.5 15.4 Thursday 12.0 15.6
26.8 17.4 Friday 16.6 17.0
27.7 28.9 Saturday 46.2 30.3
as Monday, when only twice the number of hours are worked 
by store detectives. The Table above is again taken from 
the security firm's records of 1966.
If shoplifting occurs about equally on every 
day of the week one would expect the figures in the 'Percentage 
caught* column to tally more or less exactly with the 'Compara­
tive risk* one, but this is not so in practice. Monday 
seems to be a day when shoplifters are particularly scarce 
in both types of store, but especially in self-service stores 
where more hours were spent by store detectives than in 
department stores, and yet, even fewer offenders were caught 
comparatively. Other authors have noticed this.^ In fact 
one can say in a general way that for the first half of the 
week, shoplifting is lower than one would expect from the 
hours worked by store detectives, while in mid-week, there
1 e.g. (Loitz R. Shoplifting. A criminological Study
Kriminalistik 1965 19:10 pp.509-12.) Unobtainable in
this country. See Excerpta Criminologica (Nov./Dec. 1966) 
6:6 pp.709-10. Amsterdam, Excerpta Criminologica 
Foundation
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is a reversal of position so that more offenders are appre­
hended in both types of store than would be expected. In 
department stores, this reversal is later and more dramatic 
as nearly half the total shoplifting is concentrated into 
one day, Saturday. This is borne out by the Nottingham 
branch of the West End department store mentioned previously, 
although the figures are very small
Table (9)
Shoplifting frequencies by day of week in two branches of 
one group of department stores








A comparative risk column for Table (9) is 
relatively unnecessary since the firm employs its own full 
time detectives, though the Nottingham branch might have 
staggered its detectives* days off so that Saturday was 
covered by the highest proportion of detectives. Here the 
Saturday figure is exactly 50% of the tdtal, small as it is.
In London, the pattern is quite different. Thursday with 
late closing, is the peak day, according to Table (9), and 
in 1968, the store still closed at 1 p.m. on Saturdays.
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Gibbens and Prince^ in their London survey found that Thurs­
day was the most popular day for shoplifting in 1959, especially 
for clothes (i.e. very often in department stores), due to 
late closing, and suburban early closing. It must be noted 
that these two factors attract a larger clientele to the 
London stores mid week, than to the provincial centres, 
though the relatively new custom of central London shops 
being open all day Saturday, will be changing shopping - and 
shoplifting - habits. Thus, the London stores' figures 
for mid week shoplifting are relatively high, (see Table (9)), 
yet again showing the connection between shopping and shop­
lifting habits.
To return to the self-service store, it would seem 
that Friday is the shoplifter's favourite day, as it probably 
is for shoppers. While only 17.4% of hours were worked, 
according to Table (8), Friday produced 26.8% of shoplifters - 
a positive gap of almost 10%. Saturday is the second most 
popular day among lifters, as they were only 1.2% behind the 
comparative risk for that day. Figures given by the Chief 
Security Officer of a large group of self-service stores 
support the findings given in this survey, although the 
table (Table 10) is obscured in two ways. On Tuesdays, 
double the usual amount of trading stamps are given to shoppers 
for their purchases, and on Friday, there is late trading 
1 Gibbens and Prince p.15
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until 8 p.m. The firm employs its own group of store
detectives who, between them, make up a six-day week, and
so the 'comparative risk' table is again of less use.
Table (10)
Shoplifting proportions by day of week in a self-service 
_________________ group - 1968 averages____________________
Monday 5.3
Tuesday 16.4 (Double stamps)
Wednesday 8.9
Thursday 12.9
Friday 28.3 (Late Trading)
Saturday 28.2
If any further proof were needed for the fact 
that shoplifting habits follow closely those of shopping, 
the large theft figures on "double stamps" day supply it. 
Shoplifters do not come in to get just one inexpensive item 
for their wire baskets, and several stolen ones, they come 
in to get "double stamps" just as the rest of the customers 
do. So they come in to buy, primarily. Shoplifting is,
in a way, an extra bonus for them - like the stamps. Gibbens
and Prince noticed this as well. They talk of:-
".... several hints that the housewife 
does not steal when money has run out, but 
tends to take "something extra" when 
making an ordinary shopping expedition 
with enough money.
And according to Table (8) the peak shoplifting days of 
1 Gibbens and Prince p .15
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Thursday, Friday and Saturday occur mostly when the weekly 
wages have been paid and the shoplifter is out to buy 
legitimately, as well.
Although the present survey data does not provide 
the percentage of comparative risk for days of the week, it 
is obvious that valid comparisons can be made between when 
men and women are caught.
Table (11)
Shoplifters apprehended in 1967 & 68, by day of week, sex 
___________________________and age group____________________
Men Women
4-19 20-64 65 plus Day of 4-19 20-64 65 plus
% % % week % % %
5.3 5.9 5.3 Monday 10.5 7.4 7.8
7.8 7.8 12.6 Tues. 11.5 14.1 14.1
8.1 6.0 11.0 Wed. 6.7 9.6 7.6
12.9 16.7 22.1 Thurs. 18.1 15.8 18.0
15.3 29.4 28.1 Friday 19.2 26.3 29.2
50.6 34.2 20.9 Sat. 34.0 26.8 23.3
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
(719) (729) (263) (626) (2962) (787)
In the survey material, the day of week a shoplifter was 
caught was obtainable for 1711 men, out of the survey total 
of 1721, and 437 5 women, out of the number of 4652. There­
fore the figures are from 99% of the sample of men and 94% 
of the women.
Gibbens and Prince found that men were more often 
arrested on Saturdays than on any other day of the week.^
1 Gibbens and Prince p.126
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Their material dealt with those who were prosecuted for shop­
lifting. The old would be under-represented for two reasons 
they are less likely to be prosecuted because of their age, 
and the amount and value of the merchandise they steal is 
comparatively low in the first place. For old men, in this 
survey, Saturday comes third after Friday and then Thursday, 
although the most store detective coverage is given to 
Saturday. As Gibbens and Prince had fewer elderly people 
in their sample this swing from Saturday stealing would have 
been much less noticeable in their general figures. Satur­
day theft is not only due to employment among the men. It 
commands an even higher percentage among schoolboys. How­
ever, as they are less likely to be prosecuted due to age 
and the relatively small value of their thefts, they would 
have been under-represented in Gibbens and Prince's findings.
Until sixty-five, Saturday stealing is much more 
noticeable among men than women, although there is a reversal 
of this position afterwards, but to only a small extent.
This, of course, fits in with their employment situation.
Men have little time for shopping apart from Saturday, while 
women, of whom a larger proportion are unemployed or in part- 
time work, can shop during the week instead. At sixty-five 
with retirement, and therefore freedom during the week, the 
men's Saturday shopping declines in importance. This is
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what one would expect in shopping habits, and it is followed 
through into shoplifting.
6. Seasonal variation
A number of authors including Moyson, Doleisch, 
Bennett, and Robin have commented on seasonal variations 
in the sex, age and number of shoplifters caught. From the 
data analysed in this study, it is difficult to detect 
straightforward seasonal variations as the number of stores 
covered by the firm investigated doubled in the year between 
1967 and 1968. The total number of shoplifters apprehended 
in 1967 and used in this survey is 4583 (plus about 100 
whose age and/or sex were unidentifiable). A one in five 
sample of the 1968 shoplifters gave a total of 1790 (plus a 
few unidentifiable ones); thus the total number caught for 
that year was 8950 plus perhaps a couple of hundred extra.
So the number of shoplifters caught doubled between December 
1967 and December 1968. One cannot therefore expect a 
smooth increase from month to month in the figures, with 
any slight variation being attributable to the shoplifters' 
habits, thus the tables drawn up from them are mainly useful 
for comparing seasonal variations to sex and age, which are 
independent of the general increase.
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Hilary Bennett noticed "a slight rise around 
Easter and a particularly noticeable one in June.
LTiile the present research is in no position to bear this 
out, it may be no coincidence that the figures supplied by
Table (12)
















the Chief Security Officer of a group of self-service food 
stores support this in both years' figures given, if one 
takes Easter to mean March rather than April, (Table 12)
It was also stated by Hilary Bennett that the
under fifteen year old offenders were not especially prominent
2
in the shoplifting figures during their school holidays. 




nounced rise for the under fifteens in August - the month 
which is most fully a holiday month for school children - 
that it must be taken as significant, particularly as after 
the age of fifteen, the proportion of offenders who steal in 
August drops.
Table (13)
To show the high rate of shoplifting in August by children
under fifteen^















Doleisch said that there was a rise in children's 
shoplifting just before the Autumn term of school starts, 
which supports the above figures. Security officers inter­
viewed shortly after the teachers' strike of 1970, said that 
during the strike the numbers of children caught shoplifting 
rose dramatically, and then fell as soon as it was over.
It was also stated by Doleisch that children




especially are tempted to steal just before Christmas, and 
this would seem to be indicated from Table (14) in both 
department stores and self-service stores, though the increase 
is much greater for boys than girls, especially in depart­
ment stores.
Table (14)
The percentage of shoplifters caught in November and December, 
_________________________1967 and_1968___________________________
Male Female
Department store 29.8% Under 15 27o4%
14.7% Over 15 23.4%
Self-service 23.7% Under 15 21.8%
16.2% Over 15 20.5%
The figures represent the percentage of shoplifters caught 
in November and December as a proportion of those caught 
throughout the year. Those for boys are ver^ r striking 
as nearly 30% of boys under fifteen apprehended in department 
stores are caught in just two months of the year, while only 
half that proportion of adult men are caught then. The 
much slighter difference between the women and girls may 
be explained by reference to their shopping habits. A 
higher proportion of women will have to enter department and 
self-service stores just before Christmas, and, probably, 
more frequently, to get in extra food, and buy presents, 
both mainly female occupations. This shows why the per­
centages for women are higher than for men, though why the
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percentage of girl shoplifters in both types of store should 
be marginally lower than for boys is a more difficult question,
Robin^ does not support any exterior reason for 
seasonal variations, as he states that most shoplifting is 
done before Christmas, and so the variation is entirely 
normal - it coincides with the extra shopping done.
Table (15) shows a London department store's 
figures of apprehensions for 1962-67. The statistics
Table (15)
A London department store's average monthly apprehensions 
_______________ of shoplifters, from 1962-67________________
a. f. f a. f. f
January 11.4 (68) July 15.2 (91)
February 5.7 (34) August 11.5 (69)
March 7.2 (43) September 12.0 (72)
April 9.4 (56) October 8.5 (53)
May 13.4 (80) November 14.0 (74)
June 19.7 (118) December 15.2 (91)
399 450
f - frequency
a.f. - average frequency
demonstrate the influence played by foreign tourists during 
the summer months in the metropolis. May, June and July 
would appear to be the worst hit months. In 1968, nearly 
two-thirds of those who were caught in the same store, appear
1 Robin G.D. Patterns of Department Store Shoplifting 
(April 1963) Crime and Delinquency 9:2 pp.163-72
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to have been foreign, and during the summer, it seems from 
Table (16), that detectives eventually concentrated on 
catching foreigners to the exclusion of English shoplifters 
who were presumably still stealing.
Table (16)
Nationality of shoplifters caught in a London department 
________________________store in 1968^_____________________
Foreign Month British Isles
1 January 2












The nationality of shoplifters was deduced by a very rough 
method - their surname - though in many cases the store 
detectives' notes revealed that the offender had lived 
abroad until recently; for example, the laconic statement 
"She did not understand English" or "The accused offered 
money in dollars several times to pay for the cardigan and 
dresses. "
One security officer volunteered an opinion that 
i Also reproduced in Chapter 4, (table 8)
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professionals seem to shoplift less in the summer, as they 
tend to be caught more between September and April than at 
other times. If this is so, perhaps it may be linked with 
the increase in male shoplifting generally in winter, 
indications being that professionals will consist of a 
higher proportion of men (though still a minority as compared 
with women) than amateurs. However, as the security officer 
worked in a central London department store like that in 
Table (16) it is possible that his store detectives found 
themselves concentrating on catching foreign tourists between 
May and August to the exclusion of the British, both amateur 
and professional.
7. Area
Finally, in this chapter, it is worth while to 
examine what has been asserted as to where the shoplifters 
may be found in the greatest numbers. Apart from the 
narrower view of the previously explained attraction of 
department and self-service stores, it would seem that 
certain geographical localities in this country are peculiarly 
liable to shoplifting. For example, large towns like 
London with department stores attract many professionals.
It has also been said that during the summer months, the
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popular resorts on the south coast suffer from especially 
high losses when continental visitors supplement the stores' 
clientele.^
Another interesting point just worth mentioning 
because two detectives at separate self-service store groups 
brought it up without any previous reference, is that stores 
near bingo halls seem to suffer to an undue extent from 
stealing. One detective said that whenever she went to a 
particular store of this kind that she knew of, she seemed 
to catch a greater number of shoplifters than at other 
stores on her "circuit", and the increase seemed to be mainly 
among housewives. Contrary to the usual findings, they 
tended to have only just enough or not enough money to pay 
for what was stolen. Some would show their purses as a 
kind of plea of poverty, and according to the detectives 
they sometimes contained bingo tickets. Several women had 
confessed to gambling away their housekeeping money on bingo 
and so trying to make up their loss by shoplifting.
Most store detectives working for different 
self-service firms which included the London area referred 
spontaneously to the district of Brixton as being one of the 
worst spots for shoplifting. However, their explanations 
for this showed inconsistency, being along the lines of
1 See Moorehead J. p.6
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"It's such a bad area - all those coloureds" and "With all 
those West Indians, what can you expect", with later admissions 
that the West Indian population were comparatively scarce 
among apprehended shoplifters.
Other areas in London remarked upon as having 
unduely high figures of shoplifting included Stamford Hill 
and Stepney. The Chief Security Officer of a company of 
bookstores claimed that shoplifting was very highly associated 
with the working class, especially working class children, 
as his Stepney branch was so dominated by child offenders.
It would thus appear that juvenile shoplifting is working 
class associated in, especially, two inter-connecting ways ;-
(1) The Stores in which most lifting 
seems to occur are self-service stores and 
supermarkets. These, especially the latter, 
are usually established in dense areas of 
population willing to take advantage of the 
competitive prices they offer. Therefore, 
these stores no doubt cater for a pre­
dominantly lower middle class and working 
class custom.
(2) Shoplifting is perpetrated by a 
higher percentage of children under 15 than 
many other crimes, and research has shown that 
juveniles from working class homes are more 
likely to break the law than middle class 
children. There is a long tradition of 
work on this subject, especially in America,
1 For example: Cohen A.K. Delinquent Boys (1956) London,
Routledge & Kegan Paul.
Cloward R.A. & Ohlin L.E. Delinquency and Opportunity 
(1961) London, Routledge & Kegan Paul
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and while recent research is calling some 
of the basic assumptions into question,^ 
it is still likely, using Sutherland's 
terminology, that more working class 
children have more definitions favourable 
towards breaking the law, than those of 
the middle class.
The question of working class associations with shoplifting 
has been necessarily dealt with very briefly here; it 
will be expanded upon in the final chapter.
Other, broader, area differences in the number 
of offenders caught, are very difficult to account for, 
unless the predominance of gangs "working" certain localities 
for a time cause an appreciable enhancement of the proportion 
of thieves caught. Certainly it was found that self-service 
stores in the Liverpool area were suffering large depredations 
from one particular gang until things got too "hot" for them, 
and they moved on. Another group of self-service stores 
with branches in London found that gangs of semi-professional 
adults used to steal in the Earl's Court and Notting Hill 
districts.
The security firm under investigation has dis­
covered that consistently, Cardiff and Newcastle are trouble 
spots in shoplifting. Store detectives catch more offenders 
per number of hours worked there than in any other centre.
1 For example: see Cicourel op. cit.
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It cannot be that the detectives in those areas just happen 
to be very efficient as there have been changes in staff 
over the period in question and yet still the proportion 
of shoplifters caught there remains high. Perhaps shop-
I
lifting is significantly associated with depressed areas 
of the country. Unfortunately, the data on Glasgow were 
too slight to warrant a comparison with the other two to^vns. 





1. General security in stores
The need for staff specialising in security 
precautions first came into being with the development of 
the large scale department store. But, according to Roger 
Moyson^, it was not until about the turn of the century 
that store security really got under way. The security 
organisation of the self-service store has, naturally, an 
even shorter history. However, it would appear that in 
this country, at least, even the department store security 
organisation was relatively unstructured until very recently. 
One self-service store official interviewed claimed that in 
1956 he became the first Chief Security Officer of any retail 
trade organisation in Britain. Of course, the position may 
simply have borne a different name earlier, but it would 
seem that until after the second World War, store security 
was not considered worthy of being a full time occupation 
for any one individual at management level.
"Security is here defined as "the prevention 
and detection of fire, accident and theft to the persons
1 Moyson p. 22
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and property of a business*.**^ Most of the larger stores 
have a staff member primarily responsible for security, 
while a good sized department store or a chain of shops 
has a "Chief Security Officer". These officers are 
responsible for the security of the store or stores as a 
whole. They are concerned with the safety of customers 
and staff, and any damage to or loss of property by negligence 
or wilfulness. As well as this they are responsible for 
the out of business hours security of the store(s). The 
Chief Security Officer of, say, a large department store, 
is responsible for the maintenance of the burglar alarm 
system, and the inspection of the premises by security guards 
at irregular intervals while the store is closed. Fire 
precautions have to be maintained and equipment inspected. 
During the working day the unloading area for arriving stock 
must be frequently watched and easily visible. A Chief 
Security Officer stated:
"......  it is futile to catch the pilferer
walking out with a pair of stockings in her 
handbag whilst a driver calmly takes away a 
van load of merchandise from the back."
It is often part of the store detective's job 
to watch the loading areas, just as her duties comprise the 
maintenance of a fairly comprehensive day time security
1 Bath K.C. An Introduction to Retail Security (1967) 
Manchester, Megson (Printers)
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within the store itself. Under the direction of the Chief 
Security Officer the detective may be concerned with thefts 
of money and property by both staff and customers, "bad" 
cheques, pickpocketing, and the physical safety of staff 
and customers.
The Chief Security Officer of a chain of stores 
has usually a staff of security officers (invariably men) 
who are sent round the different branches to check on locks, 
alarms, and the general security of the stores in the group.
The security officer is invariably male and the store detective 
female. Some confusion can arise as the terminology applic­
able to the two occupations refers more to the sex of the 
job occupant rather than to the type of job held. The 
store detective is mostly concerned with one particular 
branch of security - the theft of goods or money by customers 
or staff during the store's opening hours. Confusing the 
issue, some stores, mainly large bookstores, employ male 
store detectives, but, because they are male, they are 
called Security Officers, which gives a rather misleading 
impression of the type of work they do.
Some of the very largest department stores may 
have as many as ten store detectives working there full time 
though two or three is a much more common number. The
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organisation of the security force within a self-service 
store group is slightly different. There is a Chief Security 
Officer for all the stores in the country, who, with perhaps 
a deputy, arranges the store allocations for all the 
detectives. In the large groups of self-service stores, 
detectives are usually confined rather to a geographical 
area than to one store. For example, one detective may 
attend, day by day and roughly in turn, about twelve or 
fourteen stores in the North London area. In this way, 
reasonably close supervision is kept on a large number of 
stores by just one detective. If the same detective worked 
all day and every day in the same self-service store, her 
job would soon be recognised by customers, defeating her 
major aim of anonymity. Self-service grocery stores rely 
on a much more regular and frequent attendance by the same 
customers than department stores. Thus one department 
store can reasonably employ the same full time detectives 
every day, while a self-service group usually has to ensure 
that the same detective does not appear twice in one week 
at any individual store. In this way the security organisa­
tion of the self-service food store is structured differently 
from that of the department or variety chain store.
The store manager has a paradoxical job. While 
arranging displays of his merchandise to stimulate the
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maximum number of purchases by his customers, he has to 
inhibit theft as far as possible. If theft becomes more 
difficult by making goods less accessible, purchasing will 
also lessen. In fact, store security policy against shop­
lifting is often led to employ a two fold method to reduce 
stock loss. Both store detection and other means may be 
used.
2. Some methods used to detect or deter shoplifters
While articles cannot be made less accessible 
due to sales policy, potential amateur thieves of a more 
timid nature may be deterred from stealing by warning 
notices and obvious paraphernalia connected with store 
detection such as television cameras fixed in prominent 
positions about the sales area.^ Notices of the variety 
of "we prosecute all shoplifters" are claimed to be fairly 
effective, at least at first. There is no doubt a certain 
element of bluff attached to this type of warning.
In one supermarket there was a sign "Closed 
circuit television helps us to make shopping easy, pleasant,
1 Though this is debatable. "Bob Curtis, a leading American 
security consultant, argues that these visible deterrents 
only have the effect of making normally law-abiding people 
think about shoplifting and thus help to swell the ranks 
of the petty thieves." (See Fallon p.27)
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and speedy for you - our customers" - a very diplomatic way 
of informing thieves of their security arrangements.
Stores using closed circuit television will generally set 
up an impressive array of cameras - largely dummy ones - 
to deter thieves.
Opinions differ among security staff as to the 
effectiveness of closed circuit television. Nearly all, 
though, are agreed that its overt purpose of helping the 
store detectives in their discovery of shoplifters is 
practically valueless. One store detective voiced the 
opinions of many when she gave her views on television as 
an aid:-
"I come in here (television room) sometimes 
for a watch and a sit down - gives the old feet 
a bit of a rest - but it's no bleeding good 
you know."
By the time the viewer has made out that the grey fuzzy 
figure in the far comer of the screen is stealing, and 
has then got to the area, the thief has often either left 
the store or is in a different department. As yet none of 
the television screens are in colour, and it can be very 
difficult to recognise the shoplifter in person. It can 
also be difficult to tell whether a theft has occurred 
before the suspect moves out of range, as the cameras are 
fixed and the screens are usually small.
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The time lag between seeing the offender on the 
screen and actually getting to him, is important. The 
detective may have to follow the thief around for some time 
to see if he commits any further thefts, as he may, in the 
"blind" interval, have got rid of the stolen object. If 
the detective cannot see the stolen property still in the 
possession of the thief she will usually not arrest him 
until after he steals something else. Once something else 
is taken the detective will keep the offender in sight 
until he leaves the store. This ensures that, when arrested, 
the shoplifter is still in possession of at least one 
stolen object.
Members of one security firm put forward an 
idea to reduce the element of time lag between seeing the 
offence take place on the screen and getting to the offender 
in person. The plan was to keep the detective watching 
the television screen in contact, by "walkie-talkie", with 
someone else on the shop floor, who would be nearer the 
scene. But it was soon realised that however quickly the 
detective got to the scene she could not arrest the offender 
for the theft seen on the screen, as she had not witnessed 
it herself. A store detective cannot arrest a suspect on 
hearsay - someone else's evidence. Store detectives have 
no special powers of arrest; they have only the right
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accorded to any citizen. Any evidence that they had
[
exceeded their powers would tell against them in court.
So arrests must be "clean”. They should always be able to 
"stand up" in court, even if the store would not consider 
prosecution in the majority of cases. Any suspect caught 
may decide to bring an action for false arrest or assault. 
Arrest procedure is consequently rigidly defined and curtailed 
by careful stores, as a simple matter of expedience.
While closed circuit television seems to be of 
little use as an aid to store detection, some security staff 
believe it has a deterrent effect on potential thieves.
The detectives at one London department store claimed that 
their "catches" were reduced to less than half after the 
introduction of television eighteen months before. When 
the warning notices about the cameras were put into several 
languages besides English, theft was reduced even further.
But representatives of security firms which cover stores 
with and without television are, in the main, sceptical about 
its use as a deterrent. It was pointed out that in those 
stores which had used T.V. for more than a couple of years, 
the theft figures were creeping back to their former level. 
Whether or not television is effective, it can only really 
be used in stores which have a turnover large enough to 
incorporate the cost. Also, these stores must have a large
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enough - and open enough - sales area for television to be 
worth while.
However large a store's turnover, it is impossible 
to ignore shrinkage trusting that it will be comfortably 
absorbed by high profits. One group of multiple chain 
stores with a spectacular turnover rate used to have a 
very thorough system of stock control with constant checks 
being made. The system was, understandably, very expensive 
and so a few years ago it was decided that it would be dropped 
altogether. Within a couple of years the reduction in 
profits due to shrinkage - including shoplifting - had 
reached a much larger figure than that of the reduction 
caused by the stock control system.
Convex mirrors are to be seen frequently in 
stores, especially self-service stores. They could be 
useful aids to store detection but staff do not seem to 
bother with them much. Occasionally mirrors are placed 
on the walls half way down the food aisles instead of the 
ends which would give a longer view. Obviously some self- 
service managers, while paying lip service to the idea of 
security, are just not interested.
In many supermarkets the manager's office is at 
the back or side of the store, and raised, so as to give a
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clear view over most of the sales area. The office's wide 
windows are often one-way. Staff and customers cannot see 
in, the glass on their side being darkened, whereas the 
manager can see out. This probably has a deterrent effect 
on staff stealing in the sales area as assistants cannot 
be sure whether or not they are being watched. Mirror windows 
are being used more frequently. The customer uses the 
store side as a mirror, while the detective may be looking 
out from the other side over the store. The television 
rooms of supermarkets sometimes have this type of two-way 
mirror.
Of course the introduction of wire baskets in 
self-service stores vas a precaution against shoplifting.
The baskets are of open mesh so that an onlooker can see 
what the shopper has got, and whether any of the items tend 
to "disappear" and also can see what the customer is doing 
if her hand tends to linger inside the basket. Some stores 
require customers to leave their own shopping bags at the 
store entrance to be collected upon leaving. This is to 
prevent any accidental or purposeful placing of goods in the 
customer's own bag.
In self-service food stores - dealing so often 
with smallish, solid objects - it is possible to check to a
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certain extent on loss by the arrangement of items. If 
merchandise is displayed in simple geometric patterns, the 
absence of certain items is noticeable. Dummy merchandise 
can be placed in particularly vulnerable spots - for instance 
"display" boxes of chocolates. Expensive articles, and 
those known to be popular should never be placed half-way 
down aisles, but at the ends, where they are more open to 
view. If they can be placed in view of a counter assistant, 
they will be safer still. One small store had to move 
tinned salmon away from the rest of the tinned foods to 
within view of the cashier.
Variety chain stores are usually arranged for 
better security in their layout than self-service stores. 
There are more assistants and they have no blind spots 
provided by the tall gondolas so prevalent in self-service 
food stores. The counter system is predominant in variety 
chain stores. It has been found in many of these stores 
that small popular items such as rings, which are displayed 
on their counters, are safer if covered by protective glass 
sheets.
In "better" stores, including many department 
stores, the most expensive items, such as record players or 
fur coats, can be chained to the rail or stand. One store
257
in Scotland tried out an ingenious plan whereby bells would 
ring if a record player were lifted or moved. Unhappily 
for the scheme, it was discovered that bona fide customers 
would handle the record players while examining them, and 
so the bells were perpetually ringing in false alarm. By 
the time the plan was dropped, customers had not unnaturally 
been driven away. It can be very difficult to introduce 
virtually fool-proof security measures without antagonising 
customers. One method which seems to work well is used in 
many branches of at least one group of men's tailors. A 
small object working on a magnetic principle has to be 
removed from the pocket of any coat or suit a customer buys. 
The unwary shoplifter would, it is hoped, walk out with the 
contact still in the pocket, causing an alarm to ring as 
he went through the exit. No doubt this contrivance, like 
closed circuit television, worked better in the early days. 
Men's shops attract a high proportion of professional shop­
lifters and the device would soon be known among them. It 
is presumably possible for a knowing thief to remove the 
"earth" from his pocket before leaving.
High losses occur in fitting rooms of department 
stores, boutiques and other clothing shops. To counter the 
situation, many stores have tried to enforce a rigorous 
system of counting dress hangers. Before entering a cubicle
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or communal fitting room, the customer is presented with a 
ticket on which is printed the number of items she is carrying. 
The client must emerge with the same number of clothes 
obviously in her possession as she went in with. If for 
some reason she was not given a ticket, a rough check can 
be made by comparing the number of clothes she holds with 
the number of hangers. The totals should of course be 
equal. The assistant has to look back into the cubicle to 
see if an empty hanger has been left there. Using this 
system means that, in theory, no articles of clothing can 
disappear unnoticed in the fitting room. But at busy 
times or with young or inexperienced assistants checks are 
less rigorously carried out, giving rise to higher shoplifting 
figures for the store.
3. Store detection
Store detectives may be employed full-time by a 
store or group of stores. Otherwise, they may be in the 
employment of a company dealing in security. There are 
several major security firms in this country, providing 
services such as cash in transit, night and weekend guards 
for premises, alarm systems and their maintenance as well 
as store detection coverage. An idea of the recent
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development of private security in Britain is conveyed in 
the following passage
"lyfy- own company traces its history back 
to 1935 when it was concerned only with 
the protection of private houses. Later 
came the need to protect industrial and 
commercial premises at night and at 
weekends. Ten years ago, the increasing 
numbers of attacks on cashiers going to 
and from banks prompted the introduction 
of what is now one of the largest aspects  ^
of the business, cash-in-transit services."
A store detective service is an even more recent addition to 
many security companies.
2
Some years ago Mary Cameron pointed out the 
neglect shown to the workings of private police, by crimino­
logical research. This neglect is still almost complete 
in British research although every year a higher proportion 
of certain types of convicted offender have been first 
apprehended by private police. When one considers that a 
screening procedure is utilised so that only a biassed pro­
portion of people caught by private police will be officially 
charged, investigation of their procedures becomescrimino- 
logically necessary. The growth of the security agency 
whose material is used in this research shows how important 
private police are becoming in the area of shoplifting:-
1 Dawson, Frank, Sales Manager, Securicor Ltd. In Self 
Service and Supermarket. Feb. 12th 1970. p.30
2 Cameron p. 63
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Growth of store detection department of Security Agency as 










The firm asserts that each year about 66%-70% 
of shoplifters are prosecuted, the vast majority being found 
guilty. One would think that this percentage of prosecuted 
shoplifters is higher than average. Perhaps those stores 
that are willing to hire detectives from an agency (which is 
expensive) are prepared for the expense in time and money 
or prosecution. In a country wide survey, B.M. Dickens 
reports that the police are called for only 45% of shoplifters. 
The total suspects will have included people caught by store 
assistants, and managers as well as store detectives.
Managers and assistants have less time and inclination to 
attend court than store detectives. It is thus not surprising 
that the overall proportion of prosecuted shoplifters is 
lower.
It looks as if private police will continue to
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increase their contribution of convicted offenders to the 
national statistics in the foreseeable future. This is 
because the need for private security was created - and is 
being created - by the larger units of commerce in existence 
today. It is not worth employing a store detective for a 
small sweet shop, but it is for a large supermarket. Small 
firms cannot afford a security guard at night, and they are 
less likely to be broken into by organised and efficient 
thieves. The security firm is the business enterprise of 
the future. It has been created by the increasing amal­
gamations and take-overs so typical of modern capitalism.
Security organisations may offer different types 
of daytime protection to stores. One agency sells three 
main kinds of daytime security. They run checks on delivery 
men, they offer store detection, and they employ "undercover" 
workers. The last are supposedly employed as members of a 
store's staff, but in reality they check on the honesty of 
the actual employees. A director of the agency concerned 
explained that undercover workers are expensive and so are 
only used after other means such as test purchasing have 
failed. Nevertheless, using them can pay dividends if 
shrinkage has been unaccountably high over a prolonged period. 
For example, an incident was related of two undercover workers 
who were employed in the men's wear section of a London
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department store as merchandise was continually disappearing. 
The store's own detectives had been unable to account for 
such high losses by shoplifting though they had kept a special 
watch. Eventually the undercover men found conclusively 
that three of the assistants there - "Queers, you know" - 
were stealing the merchandise. Apparently they had a 
convenient arrangement with three fences.
Another agency offers store detection in the 
form of the basic service - store detection only - and "full 
cover". Full cover means that during the hours the detective 
works, while she is still on the look out for shoplifters, 
she is also engaged in checking as far as possible, the 
physical security of the store, the wastage rate, deliveries, 
pricing, staff and cash security.
4. The store detective
Who are the store detectives? What kind of 
people go in for such a job? Store detectives are nearly 
always women, except for a few in such places as bookstores. 
This is because in most stores, the majority of customers 
are women and inconspicuousness is the first requirement for 
the detective if shoplifters are to be apprehended. Also
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many security officers said that women have the advantage 
over men as detectives in that they are more patient. One 
officer went so far as to say that ex-nurses make good detectives 
as the possession of patience was important in their previous 
work. (Nurses, though, are not especially inclined to 
become detectives !)
Store detectives are most commonly aged between 
about 35 and 50. They are frequently married women whose 
children are growing up. Stores which employ permanent 
detectives usually require full-time work from them, but 
security agencies pay by the hour and can often give them 
part-time work - say three days a week and between 10 a.m. 
and 4 p.m. This is particularly suitable for married 
women who have had their family and wish to return to work.
It is comparatively rare for a girl of under twenty-five to 
be employed as a detective. Stores and agencies want 
someone older and presumably more level headed who is better 
able to cope with possibly rather dramatic situations.
Perhaps a third of all detectives questioned 
had either been in the police force or had some connections 
with the police, often through a husband or father. (One 
detective's husband, father-in-law and son were all in the 
police force.) Sometimes women employed as assistants in a
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store show an interest in detection and are consequently 
trained for it. Apart from this, store detectives seem to 
have fairly unusual previous occupations; it would seem 
that comparatively few have had conventional factory or 
office jobs. Previous jobs noted include that of florist, 
bus conductress, "lollipop lady" and veterinary assistant.
The store detective's training invariably involves 
a period, perhaps a couple of weeks, spent in accompanying 
an experienced detective to get an idea of the job, but 
after that they are often on their own. Nearly all stores 
and agencies try to instil at least some kind of knowledge 
about how and when arrests should be made. This is not 
surprising: store detectives are employed to save stores
money, and not to involve them in expensive counter pro­
secutions or bad publicity. However, while some organisations 
give intensive training on arrest procedure, others seem 
less concerned or else favour the attitude of arrest at all 
costs, sometimes with disastrous results:
"Private detective ------- , a store employee,
has just been jailed for 21 months at Bir­
mingham for planting evidence on two girls 
he had detained on suspicion of shoplifting ... 
many store detectives are either so badly 
trained or not trained at all; under 
pressure from employers to prove they are 
'earning their keep', and afraid that they 
might lose their jobs if they make mistakes, 




The work of a store detective can be physically 
very tiring. She spends a very large proportion of her 
working day walking round and round the store acting the part 
of a customer. It can be a lonely job as well, particularly 
for someone hired from an agency. The woman employed full 
time at one store or in several shops in one area will get 
to know the shop assistants. This can be useful as staff 
may pass on tips about suspiciously behaving customers, 
and it also serves to counteract the isolation surrounding 
the detective. If a detective is employed full-time at a 
large department store there will probably be other women 
there in the same job to provide friendship and some group 
support. The detective employed by an agency is much more 
isolated. She will go to different stores from day to day 
and so be unable to build up any relationship with the 
assistants. In fact, usually she must be careful not to 
become too friendly with the staff as she is often employed 
partly to watch them.
Not only are detectives isolated during their 
working day, but most of them try to keep the type of work 
they do from their friends. A young detective interviewed 
who had made no secret of her job said:
friends don't know what to make of 
me. They see store detectives as being
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hard people and I'm naturally soft. I 
stick at the job by my conscientiousness."
Another said that she tried not to tell people about her 
job because of public opinion. She pointed out that a 
high proportion of the cases tried by jury "get off". Of 
juries for shoplifting cases she said:-
"Half of them are at it themselves and 
the other half just don't believe it goes on."
Yet another detective stated about her occupation
"It sets you apart. The staff don't 
want anything to do with you at all. We 
stick together."
The same detective said that she was struggling with an 
unwilling male shoplifter out in Oxford Street when a man 
came up and asked her if he had taken her handbag. It was 
lying on the ground. When she called out, "No, he took 
something from the shop", the man walked off.
The detective can get very bored and frustrated 
when she does not catch any thieves for some time. As a 
security officer said, "The detective needs an occasional 
case to keep her interest." And catching a shoplifter 
breaks up the day pleasantly. There is the interview in 
the manager's office and then possibly the trip to the 
police station to make a statement and finally, the prospect
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of court the following morning or very shortly. A catch 
is a welcome interlude in the day to day foot slogging which 
can get very monotonous.
Detectives do run a definite risk of physical 
harm. Just occasionally the odd suspect will give a 
detective a quick poke in the face before running away. 
Sometimes lifters are even more violent
"This suspect resisted arrest, denied he 
had been in the store. He pushed me away
and ran up the street. I was assisted
by Security Man at (name of store). Also 
refused to accompany him back, struck out 
at us both, was very aggressive and rough.
The police were called. It took four of
 *s managers to restrain (sic) him
until the police van arrived. He told the 
police he would take a summons out against
(sic) ---- for assault but the police said if
he did that I could charge him as I was 
bruised in the arms and legs. Anyway, he 
altered his mind then. Glad to say I am 
alright now."!
On the credit side there are probably three 
main attractions in the job. Firstly, the pay is attractive. 
Women are not required to have any paper qualifications, and 
the pay is considerably higher than for most shop assistants. 
Agencies may provide facilities for part-time work. Secondly 
it would appeal to the sort of person who likes to work alone 
and is uninterested in meeting people through her work.
1 From a store detective's report. 1968 sample of male 
shoplifters.
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(In fact one detective with many years' experience said 
simply, "I don't much like people.") Thirdly, the work 
would attract women who want a certain amount of responsi­
bility, and who do not like being told what to do and how 
to do it all the time.
The older store detectives do not accept any 
physiological, psychological or environmental influences on 
shoplifting. They mostly consider shoplifters - with 
some very rare exceptions which they tend to label klep­
tomaniacs - as just greedy people. Standard comments are 
of the following nature:
"They're just nasty people."
"They're a menace. They eat into our profit." 
"I've got no time for them."
One said that they call themselves rat catchers. Some 
security officers and other store personnel questioned said 
that detectives were sometimes very hard. One of the 
younger detectives said "the work makes you become hard if 
you're not careful." In fact the younger detectives, as 
might be expected, had a somewhat less rigid attitude to­
wards the shoplifter. They were more prepared to believe 
in the influence of other factors such as illness or home 
environment as well as "pure greed".
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5. Methods of store detection
There are certain useful aids to her work that 
a store detective can find out for herself through sheer 
experience. A self-service store detective will soon 
learn not to fill her wire basket with heavy items like tins 
of soup or packets of sugar, unless it is necessary to do so 
to avoid suspicion. She will walk around carrying a few 
light and bulky items such as breakfast cereal, toilet rolls 
or packets of tea. As one detective said:-
"We don't want to lug around half a 
stone of shopping all day.' And we don't 
take perishables like frozen meat unless 
absolutely necessary."
Detectives learn to change their appearance in case a sus­
pect gets suspicious. They may wear reversible raincoats 
and be provided with headscarves and even wigs. If it is 
pouring with rain they should leave the store every so often 
to get their coat wet.
Store detectives are often told, when training, 
not to look out for a specific type in the shoplifter. 
Instead they watch for physical signs that a customer is a 
shoplifter - what he is wearing, how the shopping bag or 
newspaper is being carried, etc. Other, more subtle signs 
a detective 1earns to look for when she is more experienced.
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are indications of nervousness. Shoplifters - or at least 
the less successful of them, i.e. those that get caught - 
are nervous when they enter a shop. They have already 
decided to shoplift and they are scared. Several detectives 
with comparatively developed insight said that you l e a m  to 
look for signs of nervousness. "You can sense their fear." 
But many efficient detectives were unable to reason out how 
they were able to tell who was going to steal, and had to 
talk in terms of developing an instinct:
"One has a sixth sense about shoplifters."
"You get an instinct."
"You can tell, my dear: there's an instinct."
In fact, though, the person who is going to shoplift will 
not act quite naturally. He will fiddle with his coat (or 
handbag, if a woman), hum, or if with someone, talk just a 
little too casually, or too loudly. The humming or even 
singing shoplifter is well known to detectives. Other 
habits can include a nervous cough. One detective was on 
duty in a nearly empty self-service store with just one 
other woman customer on the other side of the central gondola 
The woman coughed, not uncontrollably; it was a single, 
intended cough. Then in a moment or two, she coughed again. 
Becoming suspicious, the detective cautiously peered round 
the shelf. Once again the woman coughed - and at the
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same time transferred some commodity from the store's basket 
into her shopping bag. While the detective watched, 
fascinated, the same procedure was gone through yet again. 
When the thief was arrested, the detective could, of course, 
only accuse her of stealing the items she saw transferred 
with her own eyes. Judging from the number of coughs, 
though, it was estimated that the woman stole eight objects 
altogether!
It does appear that store detectives learn how 
to pick out the potential shoplifter. An experiment was 
carried out in which a store detective agency required 
their staff to follow every fifth customer. Out of 1018 
people caught in department and self-service stores, 1:84 
was caught :^
Table (2)
Proportion of shoplifters caught when customers are followed 
________  randomly______________________________






Departmental 524 4 1:131
Supermarkets 494 10 1:49
Bookshops 76 nil -
Men°s Outfitters 76 nil -
Total 1170 14 1:84
Using the above survey as a control, another
experiment was run after the first using a smaller number of
1 News (17.5.71) Group 4 Store Detectives Limited 
Also see Standard Reporter One customer in 16 was a 
shoplifter (17.5.71) Evening Standard p.13
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400 customers in which detectives had to use their "sixth" 
sense in identifying and following suspects. Results were 
as follows:-
Table (3)
Proportion of shoplifters caught when customers followed 
_______________ on store detectives' intuition_____________
Type of store No. of No. caught
people shoplifting Proportion
followed
Departmental 206 6 1:34
Supermarkets 196 19 1:10
Total 402 25 1:16
If the store detective selects whom to follow instead of 
following customers randomly, she is five times more likely 
to pick out a shoplifter while stealing or even before any 
shoplifting has taken place.
The results shown in Table (2) compare favourably 
with American data already quoted in Chapter 2. According 
to the American survey,^ 1 out of every 15 customers followed 
randomly was a shoplifter. It must be remembered that the 
American data was elicited from department stores, only one 
of which was run on self-service lines. If the same experi­
ment were to be run in American self-service food stores, 
the proportion of shoplifters would no doubt be even higher. 
The higher rate of shoplifting is certainly due at least 
partly to the more advanced sales techniques in use in the 
1 Astor p.34
273
States. If this country continues to follow the American 
trend in retailing methods shoplifting is almost bound to 
rise in proportion to shopping.
Another detail the experienced detective 
notices about the shoplifter is his eyes. Said one:
"There's an old joke, they show the whites 
of their eyes. Well, dammit, they do."
The thief is less interested in a particular object than in 
whether he will be seen taking it. Consequently he will 
frequently look round, not openly, but just using his eyes. 
Victor Meek^ noted that just as he is going to take some­
thing, the shoplifter has a virtually irresistible compulsion 
to glance both ways. The author also catalogued the various 
signs of criminal propensity in customers
"it is not difficult to detect the more 
obvious signs of felonious intent - a 
certain shiftiness of the eyes in some, 
a slightly exaggerated expression of 
smiling honesty in others, a blank face 
and a tight mouth in the older ones .... 
Greed, whether for food or intangibles, 
gives itself away by pouting or fidgeting 
the lips, swallowing, and by nervous move­
ments of the fingers. Not that all the 
greedy ones steal, of course. Fear of 
being caught may increase the normal 
blink-rate (particularly when they are 
spoken to) cause mild sweating and 
blushing and blundering, clumsy movements.""
1 Meek p. 43
2 ibid. p.36
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The friendly shoplifter is a not infrequent 
phenomenon. The supervisor of detectives attached to a 
self-service store group spoke of the friendly lifter who 
lived just round the corner from one of their supermarkets. 
She came in every day, often twice a day before she was 
caught. (Shoplifters are nearly always banned from the 
store they are caught in.)^ She had become friendly with 
many of the staff, and sometimes even brought in slices of 
pie for her particular friends to eat. I came across a 
friendly shoplifter while accompanying a store detective 
in an East London supermarket. The thief, a naturalized 
Pole of 58, stole fairly openly. He spent a long time in 
the store, part of it chatting to one of the assistants.
No doubt the friendly gambit is primarily to disarm sus­
picion, but perhaps the shoplifter feels he is giving some­
thing back to the store in return.
Store managers are sometimes shocked to find 
old customers of many years standing being apprehended. 
Detectives are used to managers saying that they must have 
made a mistake, and it can't be Mrs. So-and-So. However, 
their expressions of disbelief are often changed to more 
positive - and vehement - exclamations when reminded of 
just how much Mrs. So-and-So could have cost them over the
1 It is possible to do this. Stores are private premises
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years. One manager simply made himself scarce when he saw 
the suspect being brought back. It was the wife of his 
next door neighbour.
As well as watching the customer's demeanour, 
the detective must note his general behaviour - what he 
actually does. While waiting near the entrance of a self- 
service store she will look for the amateur lifter who 
makes some preparation - already having stealing in mind.
He is fussy and wants to be ready. He or she might fiddle 
with the shopping or umbrella. Perhaps the coat might be 
undone - in preparation for hiding things. Then the coat 
is quite often nervously fingered after it is undone. The 
paper or objects already in the shopping bag may be patted 
down with hurried movements. What the customer chooses and 
how it is chosen is important. For example, the legitimate 
shopper at the frozen meat counter will examine the meat 
carefully, turning it over and comparing prices before 
choosing any. Someone who does not intend to pay will not 
care about getting his money's worth. And the detective 
looks out for someone who takes several of the same thing, 
say three tins of best salmon. Most people can afford only 
one tin at a time, and will look for something cheaper than 
the best.
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Not as many shoplifters are caught in department 
stores as in self-service stores. It is more difficult to 
steal in the former, and they are more generally the haunt 
of the professional, who, presumably, is less likely to get 
caught anyway. Also, the professional is likely to know 
where he stands in the law, and what powers the store 
detectives will use to apprehend him. He knows that no 
action will be taken if - finding out he has been spotted - 
he dumps his haul within the shop. One experienced detective 
who worked for an agency was being shown round the store 
she was going to work in when she met a professional well 
known to her, coming down the stairs carrying an armful of 
coats. He, immediately recognising her, said "Sod you", 
threw down the coats and left the store.
Store detection in a department store can be a 
frustrating business as comparatively few shoplifters are 
caught. Detectives are sometimes advised to pick two or 
three counters to watch in the department store, especially 
on the ground floor, which is busiest. Displayed on the 
ground floor counters are usually the small items which are 
the easiest to steal - scarves, cosmetics and jewellery.
If the detective does not watch particular counters she 
can tire herself out and achieve nothing by tramping round 
the store. Another advantage in ground floor watching was
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observed by an experienced detective. She noticed that 
people quite frequently steal an accessory from the ground 
floor to match what they have stolen upstairs. Thus people 
are often discovered with other stolen property on them 
from the same store.
Dresses and other garments frequently disappear 
in fitting cubicles of department stores. Watching the 
cubicles can be tiring and unproductive as the thief will 
no doubt make sure that her entrance curtain is drawn right 
across. If the detective is suspicious of what is going 
on behind the curtain certain techniques can be used, such 
as "accidentally" jogging the curtain with an elbow while 
going past, to see in. Amateur shoplifters are well known 
for their eagerness to examine what they have stolen as soon 
as they feel safe. So the Ladies Room in department stores 
is popular both for getting rid of incriminating price tags 
and inspecting the spoils. A detective related that she 
was following someone she suspected when the woman entered 
the Ladies. The suspect locked herself into one of the 
cubicles and the detective entered the one next door, and, 
unable to stand the suspense the detective got up on the 
lavatory seat and peered over the partition. The lifter, 
who was examining what she had taken with great satisfaction, 
looked up aghast at the vision of retribution.
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In department stores the amateur thief is known 
for hovering round whatever she wants to take, going away 
and then returning to it. A favourite trick in counter 
shoplifting for small objects is to search until another 
identical article is found. One is stolen while the other 
is put back openly:-
"You'll see her acting as if she doesn't 
want it when she walks off - cheeky bitch."
It has been indicated that different detection 
methods are suitable in different types of store, depending 
on the detective's experience. Basically, there are three 
kinds of watching:-
a) counter watching. Particularly suitable 
for department stores.
b) area watching. (the entire shop.) Most 
frequently used in self-service stores or 
other shops which cover a smaller area 
than department stores.
c) entrance watching. For the experienced 
detective.
6. Reactions of suspects to being caught
How suspects react when caught is of considerable 
importance when one considers Mary Cameron's theory of shop­
lifting. (When amateurs are caught they are so shattered
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at having to face the fact that they are thieves, they give 
up stealing. Hence the low rate of recidivism.) During 
this survey only fifteen shoplifters were seen to be 
caught, but the indications were that they were nearly all 
amateurs. There was a definite distinction between the 
attitudes of the younger and older lifter. The youngest 
was seventeen. Until the age of about thirty, the people 
caught were either apathetic or put a fairly brazen face on 
it. The over thirty's seemed to be the ones who were 
shocked by being caught. They happened to be all women 
except the one Polish man mentioned before. Two of them 
cried and the others were obviously in a distressed con­
dition. They were all very apologetic. All but one 
offered to pay, and all of them said it was the first time 
they had ever stolen. "They took me eye; it was just a 
sudden temptation", said one,of five matching c uüon covers 
she had carefully selected. Apparently it is not unknown 
for amateur shoplifters to wet themselves after the shock 
of discovery. "Very nasty, sitting next to them in the 
car, down the station", recalled a detective. Women often 
beg the store manager not to let their husbands know. Men 
are worried about their jobs.
Nearly all London department stores' security 
officers mentioned that continental lifters' reactions were
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much more intense than the British.
"Some of these foreigners - the more hot 
blooded ones, you know - go down on their 
knees to you, begging and praying."
Others go further apparently. Bribes are 
offered, and not only in monetary terms. One chief security 
officer related that a foreign girl (on her knees) who was 
wearing a pullover, took it off and said she would do any­
thing,absolutely anything, if the police were not called.
"I said to her, 'Don't be so disgusting'."
Department store detectives were asked if there 
was any difference in reaction between amateurs and pro­
fessionals. They nearly all agreed that there was a notice­
able difference. The amateur is shocked, then tries to 
bluff it out. (One, 77 years old, said when the stolen 
property was pointed to in her bag, 'Oh, it must have fallen 
in.') Then they ask to pay, saying that it's the first 
time they have stolen. The professional's reaction tends 
to be more positive. It may be in the form of physically 
discouraging the detective from following while he makes 
a run for it. However, once caught, the professional 
accepts the situation much more fully than the amateurs.
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7. Department store "versus" supermarket detecting
Department stores usually cater for a higher 
proportion of middle class customers than self-service 
stores and supermarkets.^ The security personnel at 
managerial level in the two kinds of store reflect this 
class difference. (The inexpensive variety chain stores 
approximate the self-service stores in "class" of store 
personnel.) The higher up the social scale a store's 
customers, the more carefully clothed and accented are the 
security staff. So superficially it would seem that to be 
Chief Security Officer of a self-service group is not such 
a high status job as holding the same position for a depart­
ment store. In fact, though, the self-service job may well 
carry much more responsibility in quantitative terms.
There does seem to be a certain (very limited) 
amount of antagonism between security staff in department 
and self-service stores. It is doubtless linked with the 
status differential mentioned above. The Chief Security 
Officer of one department store went so far as to say that 
supermarket managers had given store detection a bad name.
He was referring to managers in stores which did not employ 
detectives. The officer said that the self-service manager 
is an amateur and does not know the correct arrest procedure.
1 See Chapter 4
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This must be true to a certain extent. To catch a shop­
lifter successfully and have a case which may be proved in 
court needs a certain amount of patience, quick and clear 
thinking, and knowledge of the relevant law. The store 
manager who has to turn his hand to catching shoplifters 
will probably be devoid of even basic training.
Another point might be that the manager cannot 
be disinterested in the same way as a detective. He works 
under constant pressure to keep shrinkage down so he 
naturally sees the shoplifter as directly undermining his 
security in his job. To the detective, the shoplifter is 
the reason for her work. But to the manager the thief is 
a burden and a hazard. Thus the manager who has to watch 
out for shoplifters among his other duties is likely to 
have a different and probably unfortunate attitude. An 
extreme example of this has been quoted in Chapter 3. A 
manager was browbeating an elderly woman (actually brought 
back by a detective):-
"You're not stealing from (name of store), 
you're stealing from me. I've worked 
here for 36 years and I'm not going to 
have you taking away my job from me."
A certain amount of condescension is expressed 
by department store personnel when referring to self-service
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detection. "You don't need skilled detectives in a super­
market" said one department store detective. She said 
that shoplifting is so obvious and frequent in supermarkets 
that one can "pick them off like flies". Several department 
store detectives volunteered the opinion that self-service 
stores are partly to blame for their shoplifting rates, 
through their display techniques and staff shortages. 
Doubtless this criticism serves to reinforce the department 
store detective's own feelings of security and perhaps 
superiority. But until the rise of the self-service store 
the same criticism in regard to display techniques might 
have been made by the small shopkeeper in regard to the 
department store.
Condescension was also expressed as to working 
conditions in self-service stores;-
"I wouldn't want to trail around a super­
market all day. It would be so boring 
just being on one floor or two at the most. 
I'd hate to be surrounded by food all day 
and having to walk up and down the aisles 
with a basket in with crowds of other 
shoppers."
There is a slight atmosphere of inverted snobbery 
among self-service security personnel. "We don't go to 
work in our collars and ties here" said a security officer, 
after referring to the department store security organisation
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And detectives in supermarkets claim that they would be 
bored without their average of several catches a week. Far 
fewer lifters are apprehended in department stores. One 
a week would be a high average for detectives employed there 
The self-service or agency detective claims that not only 
would she be bored through getting so few catches, but she 
would also find going to the same store every day, very 
tedious. The Chief Security Officer of one department 
store ruefully admitted that he was without a detective at 
the moment. His last one had left him after a short time. 
She had previously worked for an agency and was unable to 
adapt to departmental work, particularly from the aspect of 
simply catching fewer thieves. In spite of frequent re­
assurance she still felt she was failing in her work when 
days went by without a catch. Eventually she returned to 
agency work.
Role conflict and the store detective
The position of store detective offers scope for 
some interesting research in the field of role theory, and 
especially role conflict. Consideration was not given in 
any depth to the store detective and her role - the research 
at this point was of a totally exploratory nature - but the
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material collected indicated that more systematic research 
in this field would certainly be worth while.
Role is a problematic concept. The term "role
theory" covers thirty-five years of argument on the subject
ever since Ralph Linton first popularised the idea of "role"
as appertaining to social positions (or statuses, e.g.
husband, employer, old woman) in every day life.^ Before,
the word had applied specifically to the part an actor played
on the stage. A major focus of attention in discussion of
role theory has been the definitional enigma. According to
2
Gross, Mason and McEachern, some variations in definition
are purely semantic. For example, they say that what
3 /|
"Davis defines as role, Newcomb calls role behaviour and
Sarbin^ role enactment."
However, much discussion of role has been stimu­
lated by the fact that members of different disciplines view 
role from separate perspectives. Gross et al provide a 
useful discussion of the three main types of orientation.^
1 Linton R. The Study of Man (1936) New York, Appleton-Century
2 Gross N., Mason W., McEachern A. Explorations in Role
Analysis (4th Ed. 1966) New York, Wiley, p.17
3 Davis K. Human Society (1948 and 1949) (Ed. of 1965)
New York, Macmillan p.90
4 Newcomb T. Social Psychology (1952) London, Tavistock 
pp. 328-34
5 Sarbin T.R. & Vernon L.A. Role Theory (1954) See Chap. 7, 
pp.489-97: Vol. I of Lindzey G. and Aronson E. (Eds.) 
Handbook of Social Psychology (2nd Ed. 1968) Cambridge, 
Addison-Wesley
6 Gross et al pp.11-18
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The first and perhaps earliest is in the anthropological 
tradition handed down by Linton. He ignored individual 
actions and so made no use of a concept for actual behaviour 
of occupants of social positions. Linton's interest was 
in norms and therefore the behaviour expected of people by 
the social group. An individual ideally enacts expected 
behaviour in accordance with his rights and duties.
Linton states:
"a  status ... is simply a collection of 
rights and duties^ .... When ... (the 
individual ...) puts the rights and 
duties which constitute the status into 
effect, he is performing a role.
Newcomb also defines role as behaviour expected of someone
3
occupying a certain position.
The second orientation considers the actor's 
own perceptions and is consequently classified as psychological. 
Some authors^ consider role to be derived from an individual's 
definition of his situation with reference to his and others' 
social positions. The third, sociological, perspective, 




4 e.g. Sargent S. Conceptions of Roles and Ego in Contemporary 
Psychology (1951) See Part 6, Chap. 15, p.360, of Rohrer J.
(Sc Sherif M. (Eds.) Social Psychology at the Crossroads
New York, Harper. Parsons T. et al. Some Fundamental 
Categories of the Theory of Action: A General Statement (1951)
See Chap. 1 p.23 of Parsons T. & Shils E. (Eds.) Toward a 
General Theory of Action Cambridge, Harvard Univ. Press
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actors should do (anthropological approach) or their orienta­
tion to their situation (psychological approach) but to what 
they actually do as position incumbents.^ Much research 
has been carried out in the small group situation where, 
according to behaviour evinced, group members or observers 
have attributed the roles of "best liked", "leader", etc.^ 
Others have focused on the interaction situation in which 
roles are enacted in the communicative context of stimuli 
and responses. The action of individual A provides the 
stimulus for individual B who then stimulates A again and 
so the chain is continued. One can perceive that according 
to the behaviouristic approach, role emerges through action 
in a social situation.
In the present study the store detective's per­
formance of her occupational role and her experience of 
role conflict is to be briefly discussed. The concept of 
role to be used must be appropriate for the frame of 
reference. When studying role conflict in the store 
detective, it was found appropriate to synthesize a concept 
from all three perspectives on role, previously mentioned.
1 Davis K. p.90
2 Slater P.E. Role Differentiation in Small Groups (1955) 
See Chap. 9. pp.499-500, of Hare A.P. et al. (Eds.) Small 
Groups New York, Knopf.
3 Cottrell L.S, The Adjustment of the Individual to his 
Age and Sex Roles (Oct. 1942) Amer. Soc. Rev. 7:5
p.617
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Role conflict is widely accepted as occurring when the 
role occupier is exposed to conflicting expectations.
This brings in the anthropological emphasis on expected 
behaviour. But in considering role conflict among store 
detectives it was thought necessary to concentrate on the 
detective's own perceptions of the conflict and how she 
dealt with it.^ The psychological approach is apparent in 
the need to study the detective's orientation to the situa­
tion. This is how role - and role conflict - are created.
So role conflict may occur when the actor is 
exposed to incompatible expectations. These conflicting 
expectations may occur as the result of the actor's occupancy 
of one or several positions. A woman may be exposed to 
incompatible expectations through one of her roles - that 
of store detective. If she works for an agency she may 
find that her superior there and the manager of a store she 
works at, have different ideas as to how she should act as 
an efficient store detective. One can take a hypothetical 
case of a detective who works two days a week at a certain 
store for several weeks. At first she catches several shop­
lifters a week but the number soon dwindles. The agency 
realises that the detective has cleared up the worst of the
1 In some concepts of role conflict, the viewpoint is that of 
the observer rather than the actor. See Seeman M. Role 
Conflict and Ambivalence in Leadership. (1953) Amer.
Soc. Rev. Vol. 18 pp.373-80
289
lifting problem at that store and she is now functioning to 
keep it within reasonable bounds. The store manager may 
feel that the detective is now not as efficient as before.
So the agency and the manager may have different views on 
the store detective's role. The agency wants her to reduce 
thieving (and so lower shrinkage) while the manager may want 
her to catch thieves. The fore-going discussion has con­
centrated on role conflict arising from the occupancy of 
just one role. More commonly, an individual may be exposed 
to incompatible expectations through the occupancy of two 
or more roles. For example, to her own social group of 
friends and relatives, a woman's role as a woman - and per­
haps wife and mother - may seem incompatible with her role 
as a store detective.
It was found that what Gross et al called intra 
role conflict (ensuing from different expectations applied 
to the occupant of one position) was less important for the 
store detective than inter-role conflict (arising from the 
occupancy of several positions).^ The detective is perhaps 
less prone to intra role conflict than individuals in some 
other occupations as she has so little communication with 
colleagues in her work. Her social group of friends and 
relatives are unlikely to advance conflicting expectations
1 Gross et al. pp.248-9
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as to her role of store detective as the only perspective on 
the role they are likely to possess is that presented by the 
detective herself. The apprehended shoplifters are unlikely 
to be in a position to cause her conflict as to how she 
should behave as a store detective. Once she has caught a 
lifter the detective is usually pretty careful in following 
a standardised routine in her behaviour.
Role conflict as shown by the detective is 
usually of the inter role type. Expectations appertaining 
to her occupational role conflict with those appertaining to 
her role as a member of the public and as a woman. As a 
member of the public the detective is conscious of behaving 
incompatibly:
"It's not a job you can boast about is it? 
The public think you're something like a 
traffic warden, ratting on them.
While the majority of detectives were reticent about the 
kind of job they did and did not inform their social group, 
a considerable proportion had friends or relatives among 
the police. Not surprisingly, these detectives were much 
more communicative with their group about their job.
Store detection involves initiative and the 
possibility of physical violence and consequently the role
1 Toner p.13. It might be interesting to study comparative 
role conflict among male and female traffic wardens.
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implies action more typically thought of as masculine.
Security officers and other managerial personnel questioned 
frequently see store detectives as hard - in other words, 
unfeminine. One detective managed to resolve her resultant 
conflict by asserting that she really was soft (feminine) by 
nature but she was also very conscientious and so found 
herself able to persevere in her work. In one case witnessed, 
the mother of a seventeen year old boy suspect made a prolonged 
and melodramatic attempt to induce role conflict in the 
detective, to be resolved by a consequent release of her 
son, by appeals to the detective's womanly and maternal 
feelings. The following is an extract from the end of the 
appeal when the woman's patience was fast waning :
Mother: "Have you got a child?"
Detective: "I've got one daughter."
Mother: "Haven't you got any pity for the
poor boy? Just one mistake and
it'll ruin his whole life. Any-^ 
way, he'll be sent away this time 
and he won't see his father before 
he g o e s .2 Haven't you got any 
feelings?"
No response. Boy standing silent and looking
embarrassed.
Mother turned to me saying:
"I hope you have children, because 
if you do, and I ever saw them in 
a shop I wouldn't bend my little 
finger to help them."
It has already been observed that the detective
1 The boy was on probation for another shoplifting offence 
committed two weeks before with his mother. He also had 
pending another charge of shoplifting.
2 The father was later alleged to be leaving prison on the 
following Monday.
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is very isolated in her work. Because there are so few to 
a store and because the occupation has such a short history, 
the detective's status in the store hierarchy has no clear 
outlines. One detective accompanied round different self- 
service stores would be relegated to position of shop assistant 
in one and promoted to managerial level in another, depending 
on where she took her tea breaks. In some stores, tea was 
with the manager, in his office, brought in on a tray by an 
assistant. In others, it had to be taken in the canteen, 
on a par with the staff.
"I don't like going to the canteen for tea, 
especially of course when I'm on my own. 
With you I don't mind so much but it is 
partly that the shop workers haven't got 
the same status as detectives."
In this way, the detective is in a sort of uneasy limbo 
between managers and staff.
Not only are detectives isolated by their job 
being different and involving little communication, but also 
by the assistants' attitude to them. One detective said, 
"They call us store defectives." A harmless enough sounding 
name but behind it lies the fact that staff know that the 
detective is employed partly to watch them. Even store 
managers are sometimes watched on instructions from Head 
Office. But this must be done tactfully, otherwise the
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atmosphere at work can become tense. As a detective 
employed with a self-service group said:-
" Y o u  have to use your loaf with managers 
and try to keep in with them to a certain 
extent, otherwise they won't be helpful - 
waiting at the door when you get male 
shoplifters and so on. It's only sensible. 
Last week another store detective suspected 
the manager here of using a till for him­
self and investigated herself. I wouldn't 
do a thing like that, peering around his 
books; I'd just query anything suspicious 
and if I wasn't satisfied, speak to Head 
Office. This one went straight to Head 
Office and got someone to come and look at 
the books. It turned out all right and 
the manager was in the clear. But the 
detective was very embarrassed about going 
back again."
So the detective works alone and is often in no 
position to get emotional support for her role from store 
staff or her own social group. From this survey there were 
indications that there is a high rate of job turnover among 
detectives^ and some claimed that nervous breakdowns were 
relatively common. Any methodical research into the role 
of store detective should investigate failure to cope with 
incompatible expectations as demonstrated by illness and 
job resignation. But also a more thorough investigation 
should be made of methods used to reduce or avoid role conflict.
1 An experienced detective said, "The turnover here is fairly 
high. They soon find out if it's not for them. If 12 
start at the start of a year, 6 will be left at the end, 
and after another year, only 2." (And store detectives 
are older women who are presumably not so interested in 
frequent job changing for its own sake.)
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An inspection of the limited data available indicated several 
methods by which role conflict was in fact reduced.
First is the simple method of avoiding telling 
one's friends and relatives that one is a store detective.
In this way certain uncomfortable social situations need 
never arise. Here, the detective's own perceptions of 
conflicting expectations are totally necessary. She knows 
that her occupational role is a potential source of conflict 
and so attempts to avoid conflict by keeping her social group 
ignorant as far as possible of her occupation. Although 
this is one method of dealing with conflict by reducing 
some of its unhappier manifestations, the conflict may still 
be said to be present within the detective's perceptions.
In fact, should role conflict be counted as existing only 
when a role incumbent experiences incompatible expectations? 
Can it not exist before the conflicting expectations are 
experienced? The store detective experiences role conflict 
through knowing what would be expected of her as a detective 
and as a woman. By keeping quiet her occupational role, 
she is attempting to reduce some of the less pleasant mani­
festations of her role conflict.
Secondly, some organisations employing a large 
number of detectives attempt to counteract conflict by
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consciously providing group support for the occupational 
role. These formal attempts to provide role support are 
unnecessary for the very large stores, including many 
department and variety chain stores. Here, several detectives 
are employed who provide support for each other and are 
usually on fairly good relations with the store assistants 
through relatively long standing and continuous acquaintance. 
The multiple stores, including most self-service food stores, 
and the agencies are more inclined to provide some sort of 
formal support as the detectives on their staff are most 
often extremely isolated in their work.
A self-service group investigated provides for 
one working day a week when all the store detectives in the 
London area meet together with the Chief Security Officer.
Forms must be filled in detailing the previous week's 
catches, and the lists of stores to be visited during the 
coming week are given out. Any sources of difficulty about 
the work are discussed and so the security officer is 
informed about those stores in need of more attention and 
those where shrinkage problems have been alleviated. The 
occasion provides a good opportunity for the detectives to 
discuss among themselves and with their superior the problems 
encountered in their work. Thus group support is regularly 
provided for their role. A security agency recently intro­
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duced bi-monthly meetings for the detectives to discuss any 
interesting or tricky situations they had met with. If 
it were not for these meetings the staff would be almost 
totally isolated in their work. Probably it had been found 
that if no group support was provided for detectives, they 
tended to resolve their role conflict by resigning.
Another method of reducing the detective's con­
flict lies in stressing the validity of the expectations 
surrounding their role. Emphasis is laid on how useful, 
important and necessary the job is. This method was used 
on a training course attended. It was based on the assump­
tion that detectives experience role conflict mainly as a 
member of the public. When considering the validity of 
apprehending individual shoplifters together with the possible 
consequences for the thief, three general arguments are used.
First is the ideal of deterrence. By catching 
shoplifters the detective is deterring them and others from 
future stealing. A detective may find that she is so success­
ful that shoplifting at a store declines and she catches 
fewer thieves. In fact, she is doing her job so well that 
the deterrence ideal is approached. (However, a detective 
who reaches this stage of competence may begin to feel 
insecure. It is all too easy for a detective to be judged
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or judge herself on how many shoplifters are caught. The 
store manager may decide how efficient his detective is by 
how many lifters she catches.) If a detective can think 
of herself as acting as a deterrent she can consider that 
she is performing a socially useful purpose in saving 
people from committing crimes.
Secondly - for those shoplifters who are caught • 
is the emphasis that the vast majority of people steal 
because they are greedy and must be taught a lesson. Other 
factors in the way of social/psychological influences on 
theft are regarded as extremely rare.
Thirdly - for those very few people who are 
influenced to steal by some emotional, economic or other 
cause - the detective is doing the right thing by catching 
them. If they are prosecuted, the detective must realise 
that the court will be able to put these people in touch 
with the help they need.
Role validity is further suggested on a general 
level, when shoplifting is considered in connection with the 
retail trade. In theory at least, efficient detectives 
save honest customers money. Less shoplifting reduces 
shrinkage which leads to an increased profit margin for the 
store. A lecturer on a store detective training course
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said to the class:
**You*ll find you can make an enormous 
contribution to the success of the 
retail trade."
Hopefully, some of this increased profit is passed on to 
the customer.
If the detective is sufficiently attached to 
her job to cope with role conflict she may demonstrate "role 
embracement".^
According to Goffman, role embracement involves 
three factors :
1) Admitted or expressed attachment to role.
2) Demonstration of qualifications and 
capacities for performing it.
3) Active engagement or spontaneous involve­
ment in the role activity at hand.
Factors (2) and (3) were observed in some detectives while 
performing their role. Number (1) was the factor most 
commonly demonstrated as more detectives were interviewed 
than were accompanied while working. (1) was shown by 
many of the more experienced detectives. For example, 
talking about their work:-
1 Coffman E. Encounters (1961) Bobbs-Merrill p.106
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"It's meat and drink to me. You're 
thinking about it all the time.
Even when you're in other stores 
just shopping, you're watching out 
for shoplifters."
"You don't want to go back to an 
ordinary job once you've done this."
Coffman says that role distance is closely 
connected with an immediate audience.^ (Role distance is 
the opposite of role embracement. The actor is observed 
to have "some measure of disaffection from, and resistance 
against the role." See Coffman p.108.) Role embracement, 
for the detective, may also be connected with an audience.
For some, it must be seen to be shown. So, for a few 
detectives, in their isolation, when a suspect appears, the 
sales area becomes a stage, they are the stars, and the 
audience consists of the shop assistants. Though in theory 
detectives should be totally indistinguishable from customers 
there is the temptation for some to overdo their part as 
sleuths, to act it just a little more than it needs. One 
detective said:
"There are those who think they^re it, 
doing a job like that."
No doubt as an investigator, I was treated to a special 
performance in the way of watchful eyes, the sudden stiffening
1 Coffman p.109
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like a pointer, and the swift closing in on the prey. But 
it does seem to be a definite phenomenon. A director of a 
security agency said briefly;
"Some of them think they're bloody 
James Bond."
The exaggerated role embracement shown by some 
store detectives is linked with a heightening of the 
emotional involvement many detectives already feel. Their 
demonstration of involvement may seem rather vindictive.
A security agency representative disliked the detectives* 
attitude in this respect:
"You're just dealing with ordinary 
people who are rather silly and greedy.
And there's no need to be vindictive about 
it. Once they*ve got to court, you're 
finished with them and it doesn*t concern 
you what the magistrate decides to do with 
them."
But just as a catch worth £20 superficially demonstrates a 
detective’s efficiency more than one of 5/-, a penalty of a 
£50 fine seems better than a £5 one.
It has already been emphasised that the above 
discussion represents a preliminary exploration of the store 
detective’s role. It was never intended to provide a 
systematic study of role conflict among store detectives
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owing to lack of time and material. However, on examining 
the small amount of data that was relevant, it was felt 




Shoplifting and Law Enforcement
1. Relationship between shoplifting and societal reaction
In recent years, criminologists have become more 
deeply interested in law enforcement and the values under­
lying methods used by enforcement agencies. This trend 
can be seen as a further development of interaction theory.
In the context of deviance, the interaction approach 
emphasises the labelling of the deviant by "defining agents"^ 
rather than considering him as such purely by virtue of 
certain acts he has committed, as previous theories indicated.
A hypothesis is to be developed in this chapter 
as to the relation between shoplifting and the societal 
reaction to the offence. As the hypothesis is closely 
related to some of the more recent work on interaction 
theory, a very brief review of some of the major authors 
will be presented.
The perspective taken by Edwin Lemert is of a
2
social control "conception of deviation". He feels that 
this formulation needs development rather than the older
1 See for example, Rubington E. & Weinberg M. Deviance. The 
Interactionist Perspective (1968) New York, Macmillan, p.6
2 Lemert E. Human Deviance, Social Problems, and Social Control 
(1967) New Jersey, Prentice-Hall. p.4
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structural perception of deviation used by such sociologists 
as Durkheim, Parsons, and Merton.^ In short, Lemert*s 
interest lies in social control and its consequences for 
deviance. Earlier theories were based on the assumption 
that deviance leads to social control. Lemert criticises 
Merton’s theory of deviation as being based on a structural 
perspective of society. Merton sees society as possessing;-
(1) A cultural structure. (Set of normative values.)
(2) A social structure. (Set of social relationships.)
2
Anomie is considered to result from a dysjunctive relation-
3
ship between the two. Anomic society may generate either 
conformity or deviance. Deviance occurs through a social 
structure which restricts opportunity for certain members 
of the society. Merton believes in a comparatively simple 
hierarchy of goals which nearly all people in a society will 
want. Those individuals whose legitimate opportunities are 
restricted by social barriers, may attempt to reach the more
1 See Simpson G. (Ed.) Emile Durkheim on the Division of Labor 
in Society (Durkheim's book first pub. 1893) (l933) New 
York, Macmillan. See pp.353-4
Gatlin G. (Ed.) The Rules of Sociological Method (Durkheim’s 
book first pub. 1895) (l938) Univ. of Chicago. Free Press 
of Glencoe. Parsons T. The Social System (1951) New 
York, The Free Press. See pp.250-1
Merton R.K. Social Theory and Social Structure (1949) Illinois, 
Free Press of Glencoe. Chap. 4 pp.125-149
2 Defined simply as ’Lawlessness*. See Simpson Preface P. IX. 
Merton seems to prefer the word *normlessness*. See Merton 
(1949), enlarged Ed. of 1968, pp. 189, 215-7
3 Merton (enlarged Ed. 1968) pp.216-7
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or less universal goals by illegitimate means.
Lemert is distrustful of Merton*s hierarchy of 
goals as he believes that modern society is pluralistic 
rather than hierarchically ordered with respect to values. 
And Merton has over-simplified choice and action in relation 
to values. The individual does not have as great a freedom 
of choice as is assumed, and must be influenced to a certain 
extent by the claims of the various groups to which he has 
given his allegiance. Also, Merton has over-simplified 
deviation as related to class structure. Do the assumed 
differential rates of criminal deviation - essential to 
Merton's theory - actually exist? As recent work on law 
enforcement has demonstrated^ there exists a bias towards 
prosecution of lower class law violators. Middle class 
crimes, whether or not of a similar type, may be relatively 
concealed, or even if known to enforcement agents, are less 
likely to get as far as court. The preoccupation of Merton 
and many other sociologists with class as a crucial factor 
in law violation, is repudiated by Lemert as being an over- 
s imp1i ficàtion:-
"The degree and rapidity with which 
technology differentiates social organiza­
tions in m o d e m  society and the difficulty 
of discovering measures of social status
1 See Pine op. cit. for review of literature
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directly applicable to a variety of 
populations and areas speak of the 
necessity to use a more discriminating 
concept or concepts than social class 
in seeking to explain how social 
structure influences deviation."
The spuriousness of class oriented theories to 
account for criminal deviance lead Lemert to separate 
deviation into two categories
(a) PRIMARY DEVIANCE which occurs before society 
has reacted to the deviance, as far as the 
perpetrator knows. It is more nearly 
related to traditional theories concerning 
aetiology in terms of class and social 
structure than (b).
(b) SECONDARY DEVIANCE - Deviation is regarded 
as secondary when it occurs in consequence 
of problems created by societal reaction to 
(a).2
Lemert states that primary deviance is less important than 
secondary deviance for sociology in modern pluralistic 
society. This is because it is hardly possible to conceive 
a set of behavioural rules which will in fact be supported 
by more than a segment of the total population. Seen in 
this light, primary deviance is a "natural" or "obvious" 
concomitant of a heterogeneous society. More interesting 
to Lemert is deviation which can be regarded as a consequence 
of the extent and form of social control.
1 Lemert (1967) p. 13
2 Lemert E. Social Pathology (1951) New York, McGraw-Hill 
pp.75-6
306.
Howard Becker has also contributed to the develop­
ment of interaction theory as in 1963 he had begun to think 
along lines similar to Lemert in his emphasis on the importance 
of formal rules in deviation:-
"Deviance is the product of enterprise 
in the largest sense; without the enter­
prise required to get rules made, the 
deviance which consists of breaking the 
rule could not exist.
Obviously, Lemert*s view is much broader as a 
theoretical concept. Both sociologists stress that rules 
actually "cause" deviance, but Lemert sees the rules in the 
larger context of their enforcement, and he allows for 
unofficial social control as a causal factor as well. And 
Becker’s perspective on deviance as the product of rules 
makes no distinction between primary and secondary deviation 
which is, of course, central to Lemert*s conception of the 
aetiology of deviance.
The theory of deviance amplification, as expressed
2
by Wilkins adds a useful dimension to secondary deviation. 
Wilkins states that once people are labelled as deviants 
they tend to group together and develop their own values 
which may run counter to societal values, thus setting them 
further apart, with potential consequences in increased
1 Becker H.S. Outsiders. Studies in the Sociology of Deviance 
(1963) (Paperback Ed. of 1966) New York, The Free Press
of Glencoe, p.162
2 Wilkins L.T. Social Deviance (1964) London, Tavistock 
Publications. Chap 4. pp.45-104
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deviation. Again, Lemert*s theory is of a wider ranging 
nature, as he details the various pressures and influences 
on agents of social control, with their corresponding effect 
on action taken. Normalisation,^ or conversely, assigning 
deviant meaning to actions, take place in informa}, inter­
action or through formal agencies of social control.
Agencies of social control, actively seeking to advance or 
defend their values, define deviation and also assign deviant 
acts to individuals.
An understanding of the interaction situation is
important to the development of the following hypothesis
about shoplifting. While shoplifting is theft - a
traditionally proscribed offence - it has long had a special
position within theft. It is not so directly personal a
crime as, for instance, pick-pocketing. It is stealing
from an organisation which is not considered as reprehensible
as stealing from an individual. However, society's attitude
towards the offence seems to have become yet more mild in 
3
recent years. Admittedly, I have had to accept the word 
of experienced detectives, policemen, and security officers, 
but nearly all would agree with the following
***A few years ago, ' a senior police 
officer in one of London's busiest crime
1 assigning normal meaning to actions.
2 by shoplifters and non-shoplifters.
3 See Sparrow S. The redrawn Meum and Tuum line (31.7.71) 
The Times Saturday Rev. p.17
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areas told me, 'if someone was arrested 
for shoplifting and the news got out, she 
would have been shunned by the whole 
street. Now hardly anyone takes any 
notice. Shoplifting has become an
almost respectable crime.
It t<'There's no social stigma attached, 
and it’s merely hard luck if you're 
caught. "*2
The older Chief Security Officers frequently 
ascribe the mild public attitude to a general moral decay 
in the country :-
"The whole moral fibre of the country
has gone down the d r a i n  It’s a legacy
of the last war."
"I think the moral standards of this 
country are declining."
Reference is frequently made to the Welfare State's encourage­
ment of "spinelessness" and the Permissive Society.
Recently, an influence has been at work which has 
probably served to encourage the fairly neutral public 
reaction - the proliferation of self-service stores. Due 
to their large scale development since the war, shoplifting 
has increased enormously. The very fact that this form of 
stealing is now so very common has probably done much to 
enhance mildness of public attitude. Another factor which
1 Norridge J. Crime in London. The Shoplifters (20.3.70) 
Evening Standard p.20
2 Woodham p. 10
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has possibly contributed to this attitude is the greater 
acceptance of mental and emotional disturbances connected 
with physical ill health.
Deviance performs the function of defining the 
boundaries of permissable behaviour.^ In the case of shop­
lifting, the boundary between normal (non-shoplifting) and
deviant (shoplifting) behaviour has become increasingly
2
narrow. The advocation by one criminologist of fining 
on the spot by store detectives as is done for parking 
offences in Belgium is pertinent. It demonstrates how a 
crime such as theft, contrary to traditional values concern­
ing the sanctity of property, may through certain develop­
ments in society - for example the growth of large stores - 
be regarded in the light of a minor motoring offence.
Wilkins has said that the reaction of defining 
agents may push the deviant into further deviant acts. He 
may link up more firmly with a deviant group within the society. 
Cameron has said that the shoplifter once defined as a 
deviant by store staff will, because she is not part of a 
deviant subculture, desist from shoplifting. She knows 
that her social group will be hostile towards it. However,
1 Erikson K.T, Notes on the Sociology of Deviance (1964) See 
Part I pp.15 & 19 of Becker, H.S. (Ed.) The Other Side 
U.S.A. Free Press of Glencoe.
But if criminal deviance did not exist, it would not be 
necessary to define the boundaries of non criminal behaviour. 




if social group defining agents are becoming less hostile 
the amateur shoplifter may get less inclined to give up 
stealing altogether. Although the detective and store 
manager will be likely to provide discouragement to continue 
there may be more inducement for the thief to go on stealing 
in the future if she feels her friends and relatives are 
not particularly hostile to the idea of shoplifting, or are 
indulging in it themselves.
Store security staff support the hypothesis that 
today a weaker societal reaction is less inhibiting to the 
amateur lifter. One might expect that official data on 
recidivism would provide some indications on the matter 
also. Surely the rates would now be rising if people are 
increasingly more likely to continue shoplifting after being 
caught. But the situation is more complex than would 
appear. It is probable that a greater proportion of shop­
lifters are amateur nowadays than before the advent of the 
self-service store. Professionals are likely to have had, 
at least in the past, more previous convictions than amateurs, 
This means that, as there has been a change in the proportion 
of amateur to professional shoplifters, the recidivist rates 
might very likely show no definite change even though more 
amateurs are recidivating.
There is no reliable way in which to check the
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general rate of recidivism for shoplifting in this country- 
over a period of years. Even if there were, the statistics 
would no doubt be of little help owing to the situation 
mentioned above. However, it seems possible that Mary 
Cameron’s theory - of shoplifters discontinuing thieving 
once they are caught, might be called into question nowa­
days. It must be remembered that her material was drawn 
from department store stealing only in the 1940*s.
2. The influence of the police on official shoplifting rates
The official agents of law enforcement have 
come under considerable scrutiny during the last few years. 
Particular attention has been paid to an apparently growing 
preoccupation with expediency as opposed to the - at least 
theoretically - primary aim of legal justice being done.
As Lemert says, police do not arrest all traffic law violators 
as they wish to keep the traffic moving. So the end becomes 
regulation of traffic rather than the arrest of traffic law 
violators. Lemert believes that the police today "generally 
play regulatory roles which are more directly pointed to the 
end of maximum protection for the community than they are to 
enforcement of the criminal law.
1 Lemert (1967) p.23
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Skolnlck^ also concentrates on the growing con­
cern with ends in social control. He shows how the value 
conflicts in modern society undermine the police's response 
to the rule of law. The police are part of "democratic 
bureaucracy" which emphasises initiative as well as order 
and efficiency. However, the rule of law emphasises the 
rights of individual citizens - which is liable to impede 
the police as agents of democratic bureaucracy. In this 
way the police have contrasting pressures working on them. 
Skolnick believes that the phrase "law and order" is misleading 
because the two concepts are in part incompatible. Law 
implies rational restraint upon the rules and procedures 
utilised to achieve order. The most effective way of 
keeping order may very well not be a lawful way.
There are three ways by which suspected shop­
lifters may be prosecuted. What method is used depends 
mainly on the policy employed by the local police station 
which will be usually a reflection of county policy. The 
first two are virtually identical in procedure except that 
according to whether a store representative or police 
officer signs the charge sheet either the store or police 
are said to be undertaking the prosecution. Detectives 
claim that there is an increasing tendency on the part of
1 Skolnick J. Justice without Trial (1966) New York,
Wiley p.6
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police to require stores to prosecute. This is symptomatic 
of a developing trend among the police to reject responsi­
bility for shoplifting cases. The third prosecution pro­
cedure provides a more direct example of this trend. In
some areas^ police policy is not to undertake any action in 
shoplifting prosecutions. Stores have to employ a solicitor 
and a private summons must be served on the suspect.
The tendency on the part of police to become
2
less involved with shoplifting is unsurprising. The 
official statistics show that shoplifting offences are 
becoming an increasingly large proportion of cases of theft 
dealt with and police can resent the time spent on them.
One Chief Security Officer of a self-service group said 
that when he was in the force he did not want to be bothered 
with shoplifters. There were so many of them and their 
offences were usually so small that they were just a waste 
of time. The concern of police with ends beyond those of 
legal justice being done is demonstrated here. Prosecutions 
for shoplifting may take second place to investigation and 
prosecution of other crimes. So the ends involve giving 
precedence to more "important" crimes. This attitude is 
certainly not very prevalent yet and stores usually claim 
to enjoy good relations with the police, but detectives
1 Daily Telegraph Reporter Chief Constable bars minor shoplift 
cases. (26.2.63) Daily Telegraph & Morning Post. p.13
2 in relation to other offences considered more important.
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report that the attitude is growing. Police tend to be 
more interested in department store shoplifters - the 
offence there involves a higher value than self-service 
lifting and the suspect is more likely to be a professional. 
Thus in areas where department stores proliferate, notably 
central London, the liaison between stores and police is 
relatively close.
Official statistics on shoplifting are there­
fore influenced by the policy employed by the police as to 
prosecutions. In some areas they will accept only guilty 
pleas in others they will not deal with any prosecutions.
In these cases the stores have to take out a private summons 
which can be very expensive. Consequently, proceedings 
are taken against very few of the suspects caught.
3. The influence of the stores
If the police are becoming more preoccupied 
with ends other than those concerning a legal conception of 
justice, it is only to be expected that private agencies of 
social control will be directed yet more definitely towards 
other ends. In theory, at any rate, the police's aims are 
to prevent crime and secure the prosecution of suspected
1 See Dickens B. p.466
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offenders. In capitalist society, the aims of private 
organisations are, first and foremost, profitability. This 
dichotomy in aim was clearly demonstrated one day when I was 
accompanying a store detective in a large supermarket known 
for the numbers of shoplifters caught there. The local 
police station is just down the road. A plain clothes 
constable - an old acquaintance of the detective - came in 
to see her calling out "Any shoplifters for us, then?"
It was the 25th of the month and the detective said after­
wards that the police sometimes get a bit perturbed about 
their conviction rate for the month, and welcome some 
straightforward shoplifting guilty pleas to boost it up. 
(Shoplifters are comparatively easy work as the store has 
usually done the catching.) However, for the store, the 
aim is not primarily to secure convictions of shoplifters. 
Costs are incurred in obtaining their conviction - indirect 
costs being the time spent by security staff and/or store 
managers at the court, and direct costs incurred^ if a 
solicitor or counsel have to be employed. Even if the 
offender is instructed to pay costs, often to the value 
of around £4. 4. -., stores claim that the money is totally 
inadequate, even if it can be extracted from the offender.
The old idea that stores do not want to prosecute 
1 If the store is prosecuting and not the police.
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as it will give "bad" publicity in mass media is fast dis­
appearing. Some of the smaller family run firms whose 
customers are often known personally still cling to a definite 
reluctance, but many stores, notably self-service chains, 
welcome publicity obtained from convictions. A Chief 
Security Officer said, only overstating his case slightly:-
"Any publicity is good publicity.
And it lets people know that we have 
security staff and are ready to prosecute."
There definitely exists a certain pressure on 
the store detective - like the police - to get results in 
the form of ’catches'. But while the police generally 
want a conviction, the store may often not wish the case 
to get as far as court. Apprehending shoplifters which 
they believe has a certain deterrent value, and recovering 
stolen property, is in line with the profit motive. Pro­
secutions, which involve loss of time and money to the 
stores, are not to be undertaken lightly. The decision as 
to whether a case is worth prosecuting rests largely on the 
value of the property involved. But even when the value 
is over the minimum considered suitable other factors have 
to be considered before the police are called. Obviously 
the stores will not prosecute unless they want the suspect 
convicted. Very few stores prosecute nearly all their
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shoplifters, and so, in most cases, a screening procedure 
has to be gone through, and those most likely to be con­
victed, in the store’s view, are prosecuted. The technique 
of selection is employed most rigorously in the stores where 
the highest proportion of shoplifters are caught - the self- 
service stores. Here the manager or detective must decide 
whether it is worth spending perhaps hours away from the 
store at the police station or whether to caution the shop­
lifter and try for a better catch. Also, it is the self- 
service stores that have to be most careful in those they 
select to appear before the magistrate. Magistrates are 
not always favourably disposed towards the appearance of 
suspected shoplifters in their courts, particularly if they 
are constantly turning up from the same few supermarkets. 
Consequently, certain similar policies have grown up among 
the various self-service store groups as to the screening 
of their suspects, resulting in consistent biases in the 
age and sex groupings in the official statistics.
The sifting procedure used to prosecute those 
cases that will be acceptable to magistrates means that 
stores, especially self-service stores, are usually very 
chary of prosecuting old age pensioners, and will do so 
only if the value of their stolen property is high. The
minimum may be about a £1 instead of the usual 5/- or 10/-
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limit for run of the mill shoplifters. Stores, especially, 
again, self-service stores, prefer not to call the police 
when only one article has been seen to be stolen, even if 
it is above the minimum value. The magistrate might 
decide that not paying for just one was a mistake. If more 
are involved, the case looks much better for the store.
So prosecutions usually will take place only if at least 
two items were seen to be taken. As, according to the data, 
the old and young take the fewest number of articles, it 
would seem that through this they become under-represented 
in the statistics even more than they are already.
Obviously pregnant women and those people judged 
to be mentally deficient are not usually prosecuted. If 
it transpires that a suspect is being treated at the time 
of the offence for some mental or physical illness, the store 
may decide not to call the police. As one detective said:-
"I caught a man who was very peculiar 
not long ago. He kept blinking his eyes. 
He said he was having treatment as there 
was something wrong with his head. I 
let him go. I wouldn’t prosecute for 
anything like that."
Decisions actually to call the police may be made on humani­
tarian grounds. Someone judged to be mentally ill who 
does not appear to be having treatment may be prosecuted
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so that suitable arrangements for treatment may be made. 
Decisions as to whether suspects are mentally ill are not 
entirely up to the store's judgement in every case. Shop­
lifters are virtually always asked for their name and 
address. If the address of a mental hospital is given, it 
is checked, and the authorities there are usually told of 
the incident, and so the police are not contacted.
Children under about seventeen are not usually 
prosecuted, partly on humanitarian grounds, partly due to a 
lack of confidence in Juvenile Courts^ and partly because 
they entail a lot of waiting around for cases to come up.
Instead their parents or perhaps their school teachers are 
contacted. In recent years, though, developments in the 
methods used to deal with young offenders have encouraged
stores to call the police more often when juveniles are
2 3
apprehended. In 1949 , the first Juvenile Liaison scheme
for children under seventeen was introduced by the Liverpool
city police. The aim of the scheme was to "provide a
means of following-up police cautions; to liaise with the
social agencies (especially those concerned with children)
and provide a service for dealing with incipient delinquency
in the C i t y ....
1 See Dickens B. p.467
2 Mack J.A. Police Juvenile Liaison Schemes. (1962-3) Brit. J. 
Criminol. Vol. 3 pp.361-75
3 The scheme has undergone some modification in its adoption by 
various parts of the country. The various centres tend to be 
known now as Juvenile Bureaus.
4 Somerville J.G. A Study of the Preventive Aspect of Police 
Work with Juveniles (Sept. 1969) Grim. Law Rev” pp.475-6
320
This scheme has been adopted in other areas of 
the country including London in 1969, The procedure is 
as follows. When the child is caught the police are called 
and he is taken to the police station, where he must wait 
until his parents arrive or some other person who is not a 
police officer. A statement is taken from the offender in 
the presence of the outside witness. The child is then 
released but information about him will be submitted to the 
Education and Children's Departments as well as the Pro­
bation Service, and he and his parents will be visited at 
home by various officers. His record will be examined for 
previous offences. Then the Juvenile Bureau will decide 
whether the child will have to appear at the Juvenile Court. 
If not, he will have to attend the Bureau and be lectured 
in the presence of his parents by a senior police official. 
The Bureau will only take this action if the parents agree 
and the child admits the offence.
Using the data available in this survey it is 
possible to compare the prosecution policy adopted by stores 
according to whether the liaison scheme was operating in 
their area or not. At the time of the survey, Liverpool 
was the only district in the country, covered by the security 
agency which employed the system. It was therefore possible 
to compare action taken by stores in the Liverpool area
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with the rest of the country. In fact, if one takes the 
age groups up to 19^ it can be seen that the police are 
called for juvenile shoplifters much more in Liverpool 
than elsewhere.
Table (1)
Boys under 20 Girls 1under 20
Liverpool Other areas Liverpool Other area
8 (6.2%) 80 (13.7%) No information 11 (7.0%) 85 (12.9%)
2 (1.5%) 3 ( 0.5%) Suspect escaped - - - -
53 (40.7%) 340 (58.2%) Store warning 53 (33.7%) 320 (48.4%)
10 (7.7%) 161 (27.6%) Police (warning 23 (14.7%) 256 (38.7%)
or charged)
57 (43.9%) - Juvenile Liaison 70 (44.6%) -
action
130 100.0% 584 100.0% 157 100.0% 661 100.0%
Police were called to warn or prosecute for 27.6% 
of the total sample of "other" boys and 38.7% of the "other" 
girls. This only occurred for 7.7% of the boys and 14.7% 
of the girls in the Liverpool sample. However, the police 
were actually contacted more often for children in the 
Liverpool area but proceedings there tended to go through 
the Juvenile Liaison Office. This happened for 43.9% of 
the boys caught shoplifting in the Liverpool area and for 
44.6% of the girls. It is noticeable that official action
1 The Juvenile Bureau is actually designed for children under 17
2 Action taken on 30 juveniles who appeared to be accomplices 
was not included. They would mostly have gone under the 
heading of Store warning. The figures are for 1967 and 
1968.
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is taken more often against girls than boys. It would seem 
that this is because the average value and number of objects 
stolen is higher among girls than boys. Further mention 
will be made later in the chapter of the sex differential 
in the context of action taken by stores.
Reluctance on the part of stores to call the
police for juvenile offenders is doubtless diminishing at
the moment due to the increasing employment of Juvenile
Bureaus. The data given above shows that in one area
where the system was employed there was a far greater
tendency for stores to call the police and not act as judge
and jury themselves. The scheme involves far less wastage
of time^ (and therefore money) on the part of stores.
Their reluctance to inform the police whether on economic or
humanitarian grounds is now at least partly over reached.
But whether the widespread use of the Juvenile Bureau will
actually check the rise in delinquency remains to be seen.
It has certainly been welcomed by all security staff questioned
on the subject, though the Bureau staff themselves seem to
2
encounter problems.
1 See Cain M.E. & Dearden M. Initial Reactions to a New 
Juvenile Liaison Scheme (Octl 1966) Brit. J. Criminol.
6:4 p.428
2 Cain M.E. Role Conflict among Police Juvenile Liaison 
Officers (Oct. 1968) Brit. J. Criminol. pp.366-82
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The foregoing discussion has served to show that, 
like the police, stores have ends in view other than those 
of legal justice. The stores' major ends are those of 
economic profit. Thus before the police are called for an 
individual shoplifter, the circumstances must be examined 
for suitability. Is it worth calling the police for a 
small catch in the early morning while a better catch might 
be missed during the time spent at the police station?
Will the case stand up in court? Must a private summons 
be taken out? As mentioned before, these questions are 
generally more pertinent for the self-service store than 
for the department store. For example, department store 
detectives apprehend comparatively few thieves and so there 
will be no worries as to missing a better catch while spending 
time away from the shop.
Humanitarian motives may occasionally override 
economic considerations. In the past there has been great 
reluctance to call the police for juveniles caught shop­
lifting. This is changing, but because the role of the 
police as concerned with juvenile offenders is changing.
Other types of case may inspire leniency by the store. A 
detective may not even apprehend the pensioner who steals 
a box of matches and an oxo cube. (Though this is less 
likely in the detective hired from an agency. She is under
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more pressure to demonstrate her abilities to the store 
manager.) A harassed mother with a string of children may 
not be prosecuted. Physical and mental defects are given 
special consideration - "The roof of her mouth being 
missing, I felt sorry for her" - though a decision to call 
the police may be made in the interests of the suspect.^
Other contingencies may occur. The detective 
may call the police for a shoplifter who would not normally 
be prosecuted if she is bored or fed up with her day's work. 
Conversely, if she catches someone just as she is thinking 
about going home, and she has had a good week in catches, 
the detective will be inclined to be lenient. The first 
shoplifter at whose apprehension I was present stole three 
articles worth under 10/-. The suspect said she was 61 
but looked older. Normally she would not have been pro­
secuted but in this case the detective obligingly offered 
to call the police so that I could l e a m  something of police 
procedure.
Using the survey data, it was possible to divide 
shoplifters over 20 into two categories; those who were 
cautioned, and those for whom the police were called. 84% 
of the 1967 and 1968 men could be put in one or other of the
1 Calling the police does not invariably result in prosecution 
They may decide on humanitarian grounds or because the 
evidence is insufficient that they will not undertake the 
case. If so the store would have to take out a summons to 
continue legal action.
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two groups, and 82.8% of the women. The remainder consisted 
of those for whom the outcome was unknown either because the 
information was illegible or (much more often) because 
nothing was written about it. From a brief inspection of 
these "unknowns" it seems from the items stolen and their 
value that they include a comparatively high proportion of 
those for whom no action was taken. However, the total 
swing would only be in the region of a very few per cent.
Table (2)
Action taken on Adult Shoplifters 
MEN WOMEN
Fre­ Caution (%) Police (%) Age Fre­ Caution (%) Police
quency called quency called
102 32.4 67.6 20-29 364 32.4 67.6
125 40.0 60.0 30-39 524 32.8 67.2
170 37.7 62.3 40-49 546 39.0 61.0
165 39.4 60.6 50-59 638 41.4 58.6
174 57.5 42.5 60-69 695 56.1 43.9
114 79.8 20.2 70-79 333 77.8 22.2
22 90.9 9.1 80-89 60 86.7 13.3
872 3160
Altogether, 48.5% of men were cautioned and 
46.5% of women. The 2% difference is probably due to the 
fact that women steal more articles, and the total value of 
their thefts tends to be higher. What strikes one 
immediately about the figures is that for both men and 
women, the highest proportions of "police called" occurs
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for young adults, then there is a decline into old age.
The decline accelerates between the fifties and sixties - 
stores are wary of prosecuting pensioners and they must be 
ready to prosecute if the police are sent for. If one 
refers back to Chapter 5, it was discovered that it is young 
adults who steal the most expensive items and the highest 
number. Value and number are very important for store 
personnel in deciding whether to prosecute.
If one compares the percentage of "police called" 
with the average number of stolen objects taken as seen in 
Chapter 5, Table (5), it will be seen that there is a close 
connection. When the average number of stolen objects is 
high, the average percentage of "police called " is high as 
well. There is a sudden jump down to 60% "police called" 
for men aged 30-39, and a (smaller) rise for the following 
age group. This correlates exactly with a large decrease, 
and then a smaller increase in number of objects taken for 
those age groups. A correlation of course does not entail 
a causal connection, but in view of stores' declared policy 
one can reasonably think of the connection in causal terms.
It seems that number of items stolen is a more important 
consideration than value, though value is definitely rele­
vant as well. Taking men again, the average value of
what they steal is higher in the thirties age group than the
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forties, but as the average number of objects taken is 
higher in the forties, the police are more often called 
for the older age group.
4. High status shoplifters
There is a certain tendency on the part of 
stores not to prosecute some people who are comparatively 
wealthy and/or influential, or have a particular status in 
the community. The value of a customer in terms of sheer 
wealth may have to be considered. Taking an actual case, 
the Chief Security Officer of a high class department store 
did not consider even apprehending a woman who had stolen 
a comb as she had just spent a lot of money in buying the 
store's merchandise. Thus economic reasons again may be 
behind some of the leniency shown to lifters in the upper 
income groups. It is not good policy to lose a valuable 
customer over a small "mistake". The old fashioned family 
stores may be reluctant to prosecute someone known personally 
and who occupies a certain social position - for example, the 
wife of some local government official. Reasons may involve 
a mixture of humanitarian motivation and fears for their 
reputation as a store.
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The store which is least likely to show leniency 
according to status or wealth of shoplifters is the self- 
service store which is part of a large group. It is
interesting that the anonymous nature of the average self- 
service store while on the one hand encouraging shoplifting, 
on the other hand is the least likely to show leniency 
towards offenders on class or monetary grounds. For the 
self-service group the only bad publicity is a finding of 
"not guilty". Their clientele is so large that they can 
afford to disregard the loss of any customer, however rich 
or influential. Therefore, while these stores have to be 
careful about whom they choose to appear before the magis­
trate, social status is rarely a consideration. As one 
representative of a security firm said:-
"The nation wide firms don't care who 
it is, but the little boys pick and choose - 
they won't prosecute the vicar's wife."
Exceptions, of course, occur. The vicar's 
wife (if it is known who she is) may just be reprimanded, 
but this will occur on humanitarian grounds only and not 
fears for the store's reputation. Of course, bribery is 
always a possibility - and the rich would perhaps be more 
likely to have adequate funds on them for the purpose. 
Naturally enough, I was never informed of bribery, but it
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would seem difficult to accomplish and self-defeating. If 
the word got around that a lifter could buy himself out of 
prosecution, the chances are that shoplifting at the store 
concerned would rise. Also the requisite secrecy would be 
difficult to attain. More than one person has to be 
present with the shoplifter to provide additional witness. 
Otherwise, stores may find themselves with counter charges 
of assault on their hands.
Once the police are called, they may decide that 
they will not undertake the prosecution. This occurred, 
according to one store detective agency, in the case of a 
woman who turned out to be the Chief Inspecteras mother.
In another case - the mayor's wife - the prosecution had to 
be dropped. This demonstrates that the police can, and do, 
influence a store's decision as to whether to prosecute 
people in certain social positions. If the police will not 
undertake the prosecution, the store will not usually attempt 
a summons : the friendship and co-operation of the police
are important. It is noteworthy that the two women cited 
above must have been rejected by the police because of 
direct embarrassment that would have been caused by their 
prosecution, whether convicted or not. Only one other 
incident was related by all store staff questioned, as to 
pressure successfully brought to bear on the police by the
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weight of money and influence. The suspect was the daughter 
of a managing director. Apparently he successfully pressurised 
the Chief Constable of the County to induce the police to 
drop the action. However, the store, infuriated by his 
success, took expensive private action against the girl.
It would seem possible to pervert justice at an 
even later stage. The story was related of a prosecuting 
counsel who was allowed to join an exclusive club by the 
husband of a prosecuted women if he "muffed" the case.
She had stolen half a dozen chops. When he opened his 
case, the barrister intentionally made a mistake about the 
number of chops, and when it was pointed out to him, he 
declined to carry on with the case.
Thus, it is certain that at times shoplifters , ,
evade prosecution through their wealth and influence in 
the community. Even those stores - self-service food 
shops - which are least likely to be biassed in themselves, 
may be indirectly influenced by the shoplifter's status.
This is because they discover that if the suspect has some 
standing, especially in public affairs, the police may be 
less than co-operative. In cases like these, the self- 
service security staff are in a dilemma. They need the 
police more often than other stores, but the value of the
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stolen property is comparatively low. Also, self-service 
lifters are unlikely to be professional, and some policemen 
share the widely held view that self-service stores encourage 
theft by their very nature. So the self-service store is 
in particular need of police co-operation through the sheer 
quantity of shoplifters caught, but it is at a certain dis­
advantage as compared, say, with a high class department 
store in its relations with the police.
Therefore, acting against the tendency of self- 
service stores not to differentiate between suspects on 
class grounds, is the anxiety to co-operate with the police.
If the police are reluctant to touch certain cases the 
astute manager will accept this. No instance (except one 
to be discussed) was ever brought up of police actually 
distorting evidence to get a not guilty verdict, but they 
can show non-co-operation in other more subtle ways.
Officers may be "held up" for a considerable time before 
arriving at the store. The detective may find she is spending 
a long time hanging around at the police station.
It would seem that occasionally something very 
like bribery is used to keep store/police relations friendly. 
The police were called for a shoplifter when I was accompanying 
a detective in a supermarket. The detective was employed
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directly by the self-service group. Two constables came 
round to the back entrance of the store as usual - out of 
consideration for the manager - but the door was locked and 
they spent a considerable time knocking before anyone came 
to let them in. I'/hen they referred to this, the manager 
immediately said that the police always take a very long 
time to come when contacted, and he wasn't going to have 
his staff kept waiting around for about an hour by the 
door to let them in. Obviously, the time taken for the 
police to arrive had rankled. Naturally enough an argument 
began, the manager started shouting and the atmosphere be­
came extremely tense. The detective said nothing at the 
time but was very angry afterwards saying to me that she 
would have to tell Head Office of the incident, "... and 
that'll be another packet of fags to calm the police down. 
It's an expensive business keeping in with them, when we 
have managers like this one."
Sometimes an officer may have his eye on an item 
which has been shoplifted. A policeman enquired of a super­
market manager whether he could have a stolen iron at a 
reduced price. It had received a slight knock while being 
recovered. The manager let the constable have the iron for 
nothing, though on consideration he was slightly resentful 
about what he was spending to keep the police's co-operation
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"I give 'em a bottle of bloody whisky only last week."
It must be concluded that there are definite 
pressures on stores in favour of the higher status shop­
lifter, either directly through the shoplifter's influence 
or indirectly through the police. Store detectives tended 
to agree that, in the words of one, "There's still one law 
for the rich and one for the poor." However, the number of 
cases in which prosecutions are dropped through wealth 
and status would seem to be very few. Detectives usually 
had to search their memories for appropriate cases, or if 
an incident had remained in their minds to be immediately 
related, it had often occurred several years ago.
We have thus seen that shoplifters who occupy 
high status positions may not be prosecuted. The decision 
may be made by the stores or by the police if they are 
called. The survey data gives information on whether 
stores were generally class biassed in deciding to call 
the police for shoplifters. As the data was obtained 
from larger, more impersonal stores, it was felt that any 
bias towards cautioning higher class shoplifters would be 
insignificant. In fact, if one refers to Table (3), it 
can be seen that the bias is actually the other way. For 
both men and women, higher class shoplifters are more likely
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Table (3)
Action taken by stores (showing class^ of shoplifter)
Men (15 yrs. plus) Women (15 yrs. plus)
Caution (%) Police (%) CLASS Caution (%) Police (%)
called called
46.7 49.7 I-IIl 40.0 49.4
53.3 50.3 IV-V 60.0 50.6
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Total:107 (171) (115) (263)
to be seen by police. This is particularly noticeable for 
women while for men the discrepancy is much less. Why is 
this?
It has already been noted that department stores 
are frequented by comparatively "high" class shoplifters 
as compared with self-service stores. This class difference 
is much more noticeable for women than for men. It has 
also been stated that department store security staff are 
more likely to call the police for lifters than self-service 
stores. (The 1968 department store figures for women, for 
example, show that 70% of female shoplifters over 15 were 
seen by the police. In self-service stores, this occurred 
for only 60.3%) This difference in policy occurs firstly 
because the average value of stolen property is very much 
higher in department stores, and also, indirectly, because
1 according to the Registrar General's classification of 
occupational groups.
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fewer shoplifters are caught there. Department store security 
staff have no decisions to make about whether to go to the 
police station with shoplifters and perhaps miss a better 
catch. The expense of prosecution is less of a considera­
tion as so few are caught in the first place.
Thus, the large number of higher class women 
for whom the police are called correlates with the fact 
that department stores call the police more often for shop­
lifters, and department stores have comparatively high class 
women shoplifters. Of course, the correlation does not 
argue a simple one-strand causal connection - perhaps 
higher class people steal more or more valuable objects and 
so get prosecuted more. But the connection does seem fairly 
strong. The men act as a quasi-control group. There is 
very little class difference between men caught in depart­
ment and self-service stores - just a slight leaning towards 
higher class men being apprehended in department stores.
This slight difference would seem to be reflected in the 
figures for both those men who are cautioned and those who 
are seen by the police. If there is no causal connection 
between type of store and class of shoplifter in prosecution 
policy, it is at least odd that for both men and women 
separately, the relevant statistics correspond so closely.
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It must be concluded that although both police 
and stores sometimes make exceptions in prosecution policy 
on the grounds of a suspect's status, this in fact happens 
so rarely that no significant effect can be seen in the 
survey statistics. Taking the country as a whole, which 
would mean including shoplifters caught in small, family 
type stores, the status bias might be of rather more signi­
ficance. However, this is unlikely at least from the point 
of view of the stores, if not the police. The large, 
impersonal stores whose personnel care little for their 
shoplifters' social status, possess a large share of the 
retail trade; and these are the places where most shop­
lifting goes on. These stores are continuing to take over 
a larger share of retailing, while smaller, individually 
owned shops are on the way out. In this way, store bias 
in "favour" of higher status shoplifters is likely to be­
come even more minimal than it is now.
5. The influence of the guilty plea
In America, Skolnick^ is suspicious of the great 
predominance of guilty pleas in cases (of all types) brought 
to court. He says that guilty pleas are often seen by the
1 Skolnick pp.13-14
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criminal law personnel as a means of coping with the problem 
of limited court facilities. V l h e n there is a plea of 
guilty, the 'trial* is very informal and brief with rarely 
any publicity. Skolnick questions whether the frequent 
use of this plea shields from view violations of the 
criminal law by the police.
On applying Skolnick's suspicions to the actions 
of store detectives and managers in this country, it is 
certain that these pleas occasionally hide law violations.
But in most cases, the violations only include minor perjury. 
For example, shoplifters are quite frequently observed by 
store managers and not the detectives employed there. When 
this is the case and there is a straightforward 'guilty* 
plea, the detective may go along to the police station and 
appear in court as a witness to the offence. The detective 
does this instead of the manager because it is considered 
to be more in her line. She is more experienced in dealing 
with the police and court procedure while the manager's place 
is in the store supervising staff during the working day. 
However, if there are any indications that a "not guilty" 
plea will be entered, the case would involve interrogation 
of the detective, which might result in exposure of the 
scheme with unfortunate consequences for the store's reputa­
tion. In cases of this kind, the more legally acceptable 
procedure is used.
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More serious is the occasional pressure put on 
the suspect to plead guilty. It is in the detective's 
interests to have as high a proportion of guilty pleas as 
possible among her cases. By these, her efficiency at her 
work is supported and she is not subjected to inconvenient 
remands and uncomfortable cross-examinations. If a suspect, 
while denying the theft, is evidently terrified by the idea 
of publicity, it may be emphasised that cases with "not 
guilty" pleas are far more likely to get into the local 
newspaper than those pleading "guilty". The suspect is 
further informed that the whole procedure takes up far less 
time with a guilty plea.
Occasionally the tables are turned on the 
detective. The suspect is sometimes advised to change 
his plea from "guilty" to "not guilty" by the magistrate 
when in court. This happens comparatively frequently in 
shoplifting cases. A detective related an incident con­
cerning a woman who, when apprehended, protested that she 
had not stolen anything. The police were called but 
before they arrived the detective had persuaded the sus­
pect to lead "guilty", citing the usual reasons - lack of 
publicity and speed. The following morning, the suspect 
came before the magistrate, and pleaded guilty but added, 
"though I didn't mean to do it." At that, the detective
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knew what was coining. As she expected, the magistrate 
told the woman that if she really had not meant to take the 
items she should plead "not guilty". She was directed to 
have a word with the probation officer. The detective 
said, "As the probation officer went past me I said, 'Get 
her to plead guilty.' The look she gave me.'" Eventually 
the woman pleased "not guilty". Thus although there are 
sometimes effective pressures on suspects to plead guilty 
on the part of store personnel, there exists a possible 
counteracting influence on the part of magistrates. At 
times, a suspect who was completely decided about pleading 
guilty will change his mind following the intervention of 
the magistrate. Some magistrates acquire a reputation for 
questioning guilty pleas. In the incident just related, 
the magistrate concerned was well known for this tendency.
The amateur shoplifter who is shocked and 
horrified at his apprehension is particularly at risk to 
pressure exerted on him to plead guilty. Cases of this 
type demonstrate the fact that the type of plea entered may 
not be related to the truth or a hope of getting off.
British criminal law has often been said to be on the *side° 
of the accused. However, a brief examination of some shop­
lifting cases has shown how possible it is for someone com­
pletely innocent of the offence to plead guilty - an example 
of the gap between theory and practice in the law.
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Doubtless, police usually carry out prosecutions 
of shoplifters routinely, but, as the following example 
shows, they may sometimes seek to impose their own ideas 
(or rationalisations) about "higher" justice^ and break the 
law in doing so. A store detective stated that some years 
before, the manager of a supermarket where she was working 
caught a young nurse who had stolen a few carrots worth 
only a few pence. The officer in charge at the police 
station was very annoyed at the manager's determination to 
prosecute for such a minor offence. He told the girl to 
plead "not guilty", as he would do all he could to get her 
off. The manager was told not to give evidence. Instead, 
the police obtained the collaboration of the store detective, 
who, in fact, had not even witnessed the offence. Between 
them, a story was concocted that the girl did not realise 
what she was doing as she had been reading a book about her 
work and was very tired. The magistrate found her not 
guilty.
6. Conclusions
A number of social factors have been described 
as systematically influencing the choice of shoplifters who
1 See Skolnick p.228 Ideas of 'higher justice', according 
to Skolnick, are usually used in the interest of violating 
rules to apprehend criminals. This is in the name of the 
^higher* justification of reducing criminality.
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eventually contribute to the official statistics. Social 
status, wealth, age, sex, physical and mental health - any 
of these phenomena may affect the decision of the store 
as to whether to call the police. The police in turn may
act as a further sifting device. Obviously, the desire
on the part of both store and police, for the prosecuted 
shoplifter, is a finding of "guilty" by the magistrate, 
unaccompanied by any animadversions against the store itself 
(or the police). So suspects to be prosecuted are tailored 
to fit and store's (and police's) ideas of whom the magis­
trate (or jury) is likely to find guilty. This, of course, 
is considered after stores have decided who is "worth" pro­
secuting from the point of view of value and number of 
stolen goods, whether the suspect is likely to be professional, 
etc. Other influences, acting to bias the statistics in a 
less systematic way are those of humanitarian motives, 
and various extraneous influences. An example of the last 
is that of a detective who wanted to leave the store on 
time, to go home and change for an evening out. Knowing 
that she had been kept at the police station until well 
after 7 p.m. with suspects caught in the late afternoon, 
the detective said that she would not put herself out to 




In this way, the official statistics for shop­
lifting are systematically biassed. They are probably more 
biassed and in more ways than those for many other types of 
crime which are known. This is due to a nunber of factors - 
the high numbers of shoplifters (some kind of selection pro­
cedure for prosecution must be gone through); the stores' 
overriding economic considerations; the attitudes of certain 
sections of the police and some magistrates. Juvenile 
offenders under 17 have always been particularly under­
represented in the official figures, and are even more so 
since the introduction of the Juvenile Bureaus. This 
survey has shown the juvenile shoplifting has, in the last 
few years, been rising at a rate which more than equals that 
of adult shoplifters. However, the official statistics 
show otherwise. Figure (2) deals with shoplifters proceeded 
against summarily between 1951 and 1969 in England and Wales.^ 
Adult males dealt with summarily comprised 2421 suspects in 
1951. By 1969 the number had increased to 12819. For 
male juveniles, the picture is very different. In 1951,
3936 male juveniles were dealt with summarily, being over 
half the total number of males dealt with that year for sus­
pected shoplifting. In 1969, the number had only increased 
to 5171, and since 1965, the numbers have been steadily 
dropping. The figures for girls rose from 826 in 1951 to
1 See Appendix Table (H) for figures
343
a peak, again at 1965, of 4189. After that the numbers 
decreased. The drop for both boys and girls, coming as it 
does when the adult statistics show particularly high rises, 
can only be due to the development of the Juvenile Bureaus.
One other interesting feature is shown by the 
statistics. Until 1957, the number of girls dealt with 
summarily is very low. Then from 1958 onwards there is a 
much higher rate of increase for them than for boys. This 
is almost certainly due to the wider development of the self- 
service store and supermarket. If one refers back to 
Chapter 2, Table (2), the proliferation of these stores from 
1958 onwards is obvious. It is no coincidence that it was 
in 1958 that the self-service store and supermarket first 
became separate categories according to the annual directory 
published by "Self Service and Supermarket". Before 1958, 
the major shoplifting catches must have been made in depart­
ment stores, where the majority of young shoplifters are boys. 
With the development of self-service stores, girls have be­
come a larger proportion of juvenile shoplifters, though 
not large enough to warrant such a high increase in the 
official statistics. The well known pattern of leniency 
towards women is shown in the earlier department store 
dominated figures. Girls were not seen to be such a threat 
to the stores as boys. Self-service stores, through their
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impersonal attitude towards shoplifters - or through seeing 
girls as more threatening to them than boys, have pushed up 
the figures for girls dealt with. So until about 1958, 
girls were probably very under-represented in official 
statistics as compared with boys. Since that year, their 
representation in official figures has more nearly approached 
that of boys.
7. A stereotype of the shoplifter
Not only are shoplifters to be prosecuted 
affected by the systematic influences on selection procedure 
mentioned earlier, but other, more subtle influences are 
also at work. These act to bias whom the store detective 
actually sees shoplifting. Ideally, a detective will not 
be employed in a store unless she is deemed to be financially 
worth while - unless she will save the store more money than 
she costs. Usually, this policy entails that she works 
in a store which is comparatively large and has many customers 
In consequence, the detective has to employ a high degree 
of selectivity in deciding whom she will watch. This 
selectivity however successful it is when compared with a 
purely random selection,^ must, in part, reflect the stereo-
1 See News Report of Store Detectives Limited (1971)
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types the detective herself possesses as to who shoplifters 
tend to be. Naturally, other factors are also present. 
Detectives go on their past experience as to the signs of 
nervousness by which some shoplifters reveal themselves.
These - the anxious fiddling with coat or bag, whistling, 
humming, etc., - have already been detailed.
A stereotype of the shoplifter is less likely 
to be actively employed in self-service stores than in 
department stores. This is mainly because shoplifting is 
apparently much more frequent in self-service stores. Very 
often a detective will just be watching hands over the meat 
counter in a crowded supermarket and see a theft (or genuine 
mistake) take place. Also, those apprehended in self- 
service stores - the home of the amateur - will be more 
likely to betray the typically nervous actions of the amateur 
lifter. In the department store (other than the Food Hall 
which tends to be run on self-service lines) the shoplifter 
is rather more likely to be professional, and the are 
apparently fewer. Consequently, a higher degree of 
selectivity has to be used on the basis of a person's 
appearance.
When careful attempt were made to draw out from 
detectives their sterotypes of the shoplifter, the results
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seemed at first sight unencouraging. Nearly every store 
detective said, in more or less the same words; "All types 
do it" - meaning all classes of people. This is quite 
true to a certain extent. All five of the Registrar 
General's occupational groups are represented. However, 
the lower class groups are over represented. Doubtless 
both the following factors which have been emphasised before 
contribute to the situation:-
(1) Poorer people have a greater tendency
to shoplifter than richer. e.g. Note 
very high proportion of Old Age Pensioners 
among shoplifters.
(2) Connected with (1). Shops which 
encourage shoplifting the most are self- 
service stores and supermarkets which 
are likely to be more concentrated in 
poorer areas than richer ones.
But it is certain that a third influence is present in the 
statistics for apprehensions - the detectives' stereotype 
of the shoplifter which includes the traditional connection 
of poverty with crime. Superficial questioning rarely 
revealed this, though. In fact, some self-service detectives 
went to some trouble to explain how managers would suspect 
poor looking people whereas they know that shoplifters include 
all classes:-
"So he (manager) watches and he sees 
this woman come in. She looks really down
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with 4 or 5 children after her. He 
thinks he*s got a good suspect but he®s 
wrong. It could easily be a smart 
looking woman all made up and that."
This attitude on the part of detectives is of 
great interest and clearly demonstrates just how misleading 
superficial questioning can be when dealing with prejudices. 
All those detectives (and security officers) with whom it 
was possible to hold more detailed conversations or to 
actually watch, revealed the usual prejudices - against the 
poor, coloured, foreigners, hippie types, etc. Although 
"all types do it" - as detectives have found from experience 
when actually looking for possible lifters, they naturally 
adhere to their basic prejudices.
It was found that stereotypes of the shoplifter 
were built up from the same basis of traditional prejudice - 
against foreigners, coloured immigrants, etc. This deep 
lying prejudice could be fostered through experience. For 
example, if a detective watches coloured people more often, 
she may find that she catches many coloured shoplifters, 
which in turn, will incline her to watch them more closely. 
Inexperience combined with certain preconceived ideas may 




Discrimination occurs through the feeling that 
if someone is different in one way he is likely to be 
different in another. The detective therefore reasons that 
someone who seems to be mentally ill or is coloured is 
more likely to shoplift than a "normal" white person.
Those who look poor
People who look really down and out are watched 
closely if observed by detectives - "Old men with string 
round their coats. You can pick them out a mile off."^
One manager of a high class bookstore was aware of the 
possibility of stereotyping the shoplifter
"Scruffy types do it - sad, twilight 
characters. Of course they're more 
obvious in this well heeled Knightsbridge 
area and so more obvious to the eye."
A Chief Security Officer interviewed demonstrated a fairly 
all embracing prejudice directed towards the poorer shop­
lifter when, in talking of deterrence he said, simply,
"You don't deter people in Camden Town."
An example of stereotyping in action was given 
when a Chief Security Officer and a store detective were 
with me in a department store. We were on the ground floor 
1 Detective supervisor
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of the shop when a very shabby looking man came in, talking 
to himself and laughing. As soon as the two security 
staff saw the man they started to follow him. . No doubt 
they felt he was doubly likely to be a shoplifter - not 
only was he poor, but he appeared mentally unstable as well
The mentally abnormal
"Some are mentally a bit odd - a bit 
twitchy."
"If people are a bit peculiar, like 
talking to themselves, we follow them."
The detective will follow someone who seems rather different
from the usual customer - someone who looks or acts differently.
The amateur lifter will betray himself by signs of nervousness.
Perhaps shoplifters who happen to be mentally ill as well
and thus likely to be noticeable to the detective tend to
get caught more often than their proportion among shoplifters
would justify. In this way, it is very possible that the
apparent predominance of mental instability among shoplifters
may be partly due to the store detective^s tendency to look
for unusual behaviour. Depression - apparently common
among shoplifters - is frequently accompanied by anxiety
neurosis^ which is likely to be noticeable to the detective.
1 See Fish op. cit. p.53
Sim M. Guide to Psychiatry (1963) (2nd Ed. 1969) Edinburgh
and London, Livingstone p.467
Willis J. Lecture Notes on Psychiatry (2nd Ed. 1968)
Oxford and Edinburgh, Blackwell Scientific Publications p.21
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The physically abnormal
It has sometimes been claimed that physical 
defects have causal influence in shoplifting
"Another reason for young women 
shoplifting - and it is one I've met time 
and again - is physical imperfection,
A hare-lip, a disfiguring birthmark, 
a lame foot - these things given women 
a deep-rooted sense of deprivation.
They feel they never have and never 
will receive the attention given to 
other girls and so they steal to get 
that attention."!
".....it is frequently found that 
arrested bolsters suffer from the loss 
of a limb, deformity, or from some 
facial disfigurement such as a birth­
mark .... Such misfortunes can develop 
in their victims a mood of resentment 
against the world in general which they 
try to assuage by vengeful actions 
such as writing anonymous letters and 
stealing from shops. A cripple can 
always anticipate merciful treatment 
so has no need to put forward a com­
plicated defence."2
3
Physical defects were noticed by Gibbens and Prince. Nearly 
half the physical conditions observed concerned bones and 
joints though few were permanent disabilities.
The obvious physical abnormalities which are 
said to influence shoplifting are just as obvious if not
1 Anon. Woman's Own p.17
2 Meek pp.50-1
3 Gibbens & Prince pp.62-3
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more so to the detective, than mental illness. Someone 
with a pronounced strabismus is more likely to be noticed 
when shoplifting than someone without. Thus caution should 
be used when considering physical defects as possible causal 
factors in shoplifting.^
Foreigners and coloured people
"They're all foreign."
"You get it with the dark people as well 
not that I'm discriminating."
"The great majority of our shoplifters 
are foreign, mainly from the more Latin 
type contries. One associates the 
more hot blooded ones with them."
The above quotations are all from department 
store Chief Security Officers in London. The London depart­
ment stores are the worst hit by foreigners especially during 
the summer. Of course coloured people are especially 
noticeable to the detective. So perhaps are the Southern 
European ("hotblooded") tourists more noticeable than those 
from the north. Several detectives said that Asian immi­
grants used to steal a lot when they first came here but 
they are now more honest:-
"At first they always used to steal 
rather than buy, as its the way they live 
out there. They*re always trying to 
cadge something for nothing and there's 
even a lot of fiddling going on in the
1 See Chapman D. Sociology and the Stereotype of the 
Criminal (1968^ London, Tavistock p.75
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Government. They've got a bit getter 
now they've been here for a while."!
Perhaps those immigrants who have lived here for a number of 
years become less vulnerable to advertising and display 
methods customary in the shops of Western countries. Per­
haps also, the detectives have grown more accustomed to 
coloured immigrant customers and are now less inclined to 
devote special attention to them.
Long haired, hippie types
Several detectives and Chief Security Officers 
volunteered the caution to "watch out for the psychedelic 
bags on a Saturday afternoon." These are cheap plastic or 
sometimes paper carrier bags with brightly coloured motifs, 
often Union Jacks, printed on them. One manager, saying 
that hippies are watched carefully remarked, "Well they*11 
steal anything." The Chief Security Officer of a group of 
bookstores said of his record departments which were being 
inundated by "these long haired types";-
"In general we get the better types 
in our shops, but when we get the rubbish 
(up to date pop records) in, the rubbish 
(long haired hippies) comes in to get 
them legally or illegally."
1 Chief Security Officer of a central London department store
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The reinforcing effect of experience
If a detective finds, for whatever reason, that 
she apprehends certain social groups more than others, she 
will look out for them and so catch even more. A super­
market detective may find that she catches many children, 
and will therefore pay special attention to those that enter 
the store. If a detective watches those who appear different 
in some way she will catch an undue proportion of these 
people thus concentrating her attention on them further and 
intensifying any prejudice she might already possess. Mary
Cameron noticed this among detectives in their apprehension
1 2 
of negresses and children.
As a store detective said:-
"Kids in any case we always keep a very close 
eye on - they*re looking for something."
And another;
"West Indians don't steal much at all, but 
the little ones will. And if you see a 
white child with a coloured child, you 
watch them."
Perhaps the best indication of stereotyping 
foreigners, is in the Table already given for one London 
department store. (See Chapter 4 Table (8).) One expects
1 Cameron p.126
2 Cameron p. 32
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the number of foreign names among shoplifters to rise con­
siderably in the summer with the influx of tourists. How­
ever, it is obvious that detectives must have concentrated 
unduly on foreigners in the summer. Not only did the 
number of foreigners caught rise greatly, but English shop­
lifting was apparently reduced to a negligible amount.
This cannot possibly be accounted for by the absence of 
English people from London in the summer - the reduction was 
too large and too sharp. Through experience, detectives 
find that they catch more foreigners in the summer. This 
experience, allied to possible prejudice against foreigners 
anyway, and the fact that they look and speak differently - 
thus being noticeable - causes detectives to concentrate on 
them to the virtual exclusion of English thieves.
Victor Meek, in describing the high proportion 
of foreign and immigrant shoplifters, says,
"One detective of my acquaintance 
admits to feeling his hackles rise as 
soon as a man or woman of colour or  ^
foreign appearance enters the store."
How a certain amount of experience can lead to 
the development of odd stereotypes is shown in the assertions 
solemnly made by the Chief Security Officers of two high 
class department stores. One said, "Oddly enough, a very
1 Meek p.51
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large number of professionals wear blue raincoats." The 
other said that they very often wear loose Crombie coats 
which are very expensive. Depredations by the Australian 
gang led to a kind of folk lore growing up among detectives 
as to their great prowess, their appearance and behaviour.
Any customer in a high class department store who is male 
and is either very shabby looking or else wears smart and 
expensive clothes will be very probably tailed for a time.
If he is well dressed and has an Australian accent, the 
probability becomes a virtual certainty. Even store assis­
tants are not immune from the effects of this "Australo- 
phobia". Stock loss had risen in one department and the 
Chief Security Officer had one assistant checked very 
thoroughly simply because she was Australian.
The reinforcing effects of experience on prejudice 
may be seen in the number of shoplifters caught who have 
physical defects. These people may be m o œ  likely to shop­
lift because of their physical abnormality, but what is cer­
tain is that they are more likely to be noticed. Detectives 
who find that they catch an unduly large proportion of this 
type of shoplifter will naturally tend to think of the 
defects in causal terms - people shoplift because of their 
defect. Therefore, they will be watch yet more closely 
and provide yet a higher proportion of catches:-
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"Customers with ailments or dis­
figurements, sad though it may be, must 
therefore be watched."!
The effect of inexperience
The survey data indicated that once the new 
detective apprehends a shoplifters, she will be tempted, 
perhaps unconsciously, to look out for her next shoplifter 
as being someone of the same sex and/or age. This is only 
natural : the inexperienced detective is probably nervous
and out to prove herself by catching shoplifters. The first 
thief she apprehends is likely to serve as a kind of model 
and if she happens to be a middle aged woman, then the 
detective will be inclined to look out for a middle aged 
woman for her next catch. In fact, there does appear to be 
a high proportion of women between about 40 and 60 for first 
catches. The shoplifter might be influenced by the compara­
tively frequent discussion of the menopausal shoplifter in 
mass media. After a month or so at the job, the detective 
settles down into a comparatively random range of catches as 
far as sex and age are concerned, but the tendency to appre­
hend middle aged to elderly women might be reflected in the 
statistical data. It has already been seen that a high 
proportion of apprehended female shoplifters are aged between 
40 and 60. The turnover in detectives is comparatively high,
1 Meek p. 51
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meaning that new detectives are frequently employed. There­
fore if the new detective tends to watch middle aged or 
elderly women, this will be noticeable in the data.
To give just two examples
In the Birmingham area, out of 5 new detectives 
employed in 1967, the first catches of all of them were 
women over 40 and 4 of them were of women between 40 and 60. 
In the London area, the first catches of 9 out of 13 new 
detectives were of women of 50 and above. In fact, new 
detectives seem to concentrate quite definitely on middle 
aged to elderly women.
However, the first shoplifter to be caught is 
by no means always a middle aged woman. But whoever is
caught in respect of at least sex and/or age, there does
seem to be a tendency at first to catch others of the same 
type. One detective's first catch happened to be a man.





1. Health of amateur shoplifters
Since the late nineteenth century and until a 
few years ago, the bulk of criminological research as firmly 
directed along Positivistic lines. In contrast to the 
previous Classical school which emphasised the offence. 
Positivism concentrated largely on the individual offender.
The criminal was examined to find out why he committed crimes. 
Through this deterministic outlook, attempts have been made 
to associate criminality with physical degeneracy, mental 
illness and personality defects, low intelligence, economic 
conditions, and various ecological phenomena.
Nowadays, the tciend in criminology is not so 
rigidly Positivistic. Complementary aspects to crime such 
as law enforcement policy and victimology are being studied. 
The state of interaction between the offender and society 
is considered to be important. However, research into the 
specific offence of shoplifting has its roots very firmly 
entrenched in Positivism. This is because early research 
discovered that shoplifters were different not only from the 
general population in that they were criminals (which required
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explanation anyway, according to the Positivists) but they 
were different even from most other criminals. The majority 
were women and many were in a social situation above the 
working classes - the criminal classes. These two supple­
mentary factors led to the strongly and long held view that 
shoplifting was related to mental imbalance which in turn 
was connected with some aspect of the female bodily system.^
In fact, the offence of shoplifting has attracted 
very little sociologically oriented Positivistic research.
This is because the expansion of the department store (and 
consequent amateur shoplifting) occurred at the same time 
as major developments in psychiatry and the Positivist school 
of criminology. This, related to amateur shoplifting's 
peculiar characteristics, has ensured a tradition of research 
on the subject very firmly geared to an assumption of in­
disposition in mind or body. With the notable exception 
of Mary Cameron's work, shoplifting has largely "missed out" 
on sociologically inspired theory.
Unfortunately, in spite of the considerable 
amount of work that has been undertaken, no one has yet 
proved satisfactorily that shoplifters are more likely to 
suffer from mental or physical ill health than anybody else.
An adequate control group for this purpose has almost never
1 See Dubuisson and De Quiros for early examples of this view
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been used. Just very occasionally a case comes up - like 
the one related to me of the man who kept stealing ladies' 
pants - which is distinguished by the oddness of what is 
stolen coupled with repetitive stealing. These cases are, 
by all accounts, extremely rare. Nevertheless, when they 
do occur one is led to consider the shoplifting demonstrated 
directly connected with some form of mental illness. The 
point being made though, is that in the vast majority of 
incidents there is nothing striking about what is stolen 
or any great frequency with which the same type of thing 
is stolen. And although these lifters may suffer from 
mental or bodily ills, if they suffer from them no more than 
other members of the population, then there is no reason to 
connect their disabilities with their shoplifting habits.
At the moment it is impossible to come to any 
conclusions on the connection of shoplifting with health 
as it is virtually impossible to investigate the subject 
with any hope of accurate results. In the past, those 
offenders who were examined from a medical or psychiatric 
point of view, were almost certainly unrepresentative of 
shoplifters as a whole. So, even if they had been compared 
with a control group of non-shoplifters,^ any differences in 
health found between the two groups might have had no signi-
1 People at any rate not known to shoplift.
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ficance from the perspective of the offence. Other informa­
tion obtained, for example on marital status, financial 
circumstances, home background, is all liable to be unrepre­
sentative as well, it is based on a biassed sub-sample of 
offenders. There are two main stages at which the bias 
comes in to play - firstly, that at which the detective's 
apprehensions of shoplifters are recorded, and secondly the 
stage which involves the selection by the store of those 
shoplifters who are prosecuted. There are various other, 
lesser, points at which selection takes place - the police 
may not associate themselves with the prosecution of some 
offenders. Some shoplifters will escape when the detective 
tries to apprehend them; others, the detective may not 
even attempt to apprehend.
Once a suspect is apprehended, the major cause 
of bias in the official statistics occurs through a choice 
being made of whom to prosecute. This decision is often 
effectively made by the detective (or a senior detective) 
although agency detectives have to refer their cases to the 
store manager. We have already seen that certain age 
groups are liable to be under-represented, partly because 
the number and value of items they steal is low and partly 
through general store policy, explained elsewhere. Certain 
other exceptions are often made, such as in the case of
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visibly pregnant women. The attitude of store personnel 
towards health of shoplifters was more difficult to ascertain, 
A tendency was however, discernible towards prosecuting the 
mentally ill especially if they did not give a hospital 
address "so that they can get treatment". The stores check 
with the hospital to discover if the address given is correct, 
Stores tend not to prosecute the mentally backward, who, 
anyhow, more frequently seem to be resident in institutions. 
Of course, employing this policy, involves instant diagnosis 
by totally untrained people. But there does seem to be a 
definite tendency towards official action being taken on 
those shoplifters who appear to be mentally disturbed and who 
are not undergoing resident hospital treatment for their 
illness.
The major issue biassing the detective's recorded 
apprehensions is that of whom the detective chooses to follow. 
It has been seen that some people are more likely to be 
noticed by detectives than others. This would naturally 
occur for people with obvious physical disabilities, but, 
more subtly, detectives may notice those who are mentally ill 
as well. They look for signs of anxiety and nervous tension 
in people who are going to shoplift. Anxiety and depression 
(commonly connected with shoplifting) are closely associated. 
There may be a reinforcing effect working. Perhaps anxious
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and depressed people do tend to shoplift - several independent 
pieces of research have connected shoplifting with depression - 
and so store detectives will have found out that people who 
look anxious are likely to shoplift. Therefore they will 
watch for them, artificially raising the numbers of those 
people among the shoplifters they catch. Whether or not 
depressed and anxious people, or others noticeably mentally 
ill, shoplift more than most individuals, their numbers 
are likely to be high among those shoplifters who are caught.
Just one other point might be usefully mentioned
in connection with shoplifting and depression. An American
survey^ showed that out of 572 male customers followed by
random selection, 29 or 5% shoplifted. From 1075 females
followed randomly in the same stores, 80 or 7.4% stole.
In other words, it appears that women are more inclined to
shoplift than men (at least in department stores) even
when the data is controlled for random selection and proportion
of men to women. Accepting the survey's findings it is
worth noting that both shoplifting and depression are particu-
2
larly typical of women. Of course, there may be no causal 
connection between the two phenomena, but in view of the 
findings of previous research, future investigation seems 
warranted.
1 Astor op. cit.
2 e.g. See Willis p.18
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An attempt has been made in the present research 
to get a general picture of shoplifting with only such 
limited information as was provided by the store detectives' 
notes. The second main stage of selection (whether to call 
the police, etc.) was thus excluded. However, anyone wish­
ing to study shoplifters' health and social circumstances 
can hardly do so without incorporating both first and second 
stage bias. Consequently, as was stated before, it is 
impossible to come to any firm conclusions as to the connection 
of shoplifting with health. To obtain an ideal picture of 
shoplifters' health situation as compared with the general 
population, one would have to construct some research which 
would involve following every nth customer, and then 
examining those who shoplift. The control group would be 
of customers from the same store, carefully selected to 
correspond in age, sex and social class. It would be 
necessary to have a trained doctor and psychiatrist in 
attendance at stores to question all those people who were 
to be questioned. Even if all this were possible, it might 
be said with some justification that the experiment involved 
an invasion of privacy. The response rate would be very 
low, no doubt, and one doubts whether the information given 
would be accurate.
In fact, when considering shoplifters' mental
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health, it would no doubt be advisable only to compare the 
proportion of offenders who were at that time undergoing 
psychiatric treatmnt, or had previously had treatment, with 
the control group. Amateur shoplifters who are discovered 
(or, presumably who think they are, even if they are only 
required to take part in a survey) are frequently very- 
shocked and frightened, especially women over thirty. (This 
pattern may be in the process of changing, as I have previously 
stated but it is certainly still pretty widespread judging 
from my own observation and that of detectives.) Once in 
the manager's office, these lifters may say with perfect 
truth that they are unwell. As the first instinct of the 
adult amateur shoplifter is to deny responsibility for the 
offence, his indisposition is a perfect instrument for his 
purpose. To follow through the stages in the typical shop­
lifter's reaction: responsibility is first rejected by dis­
claiming knowledge of the property. When the store detective 
points out that she believes the suspect has not paid for, 
say, a piece of cheese, the first reaction is often "What 
cheese?" Once in the manager's office, the lifter stares, 
apparently disbelieving, at the cheese when it is placed 
on the table. In the walk to the office, though, he has 
had time to work out his defence and goes straight into it.
"Oh, didn't I pay for it?" Responsibility is again dis-
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claimed - he didn't mean to steal it, he is not a criminal.
Assuming that shoplifters are not part of a 
criminal subculture and may be perfectly 'respectable' in 
most other spheres of life, they have a strong interest in 
denying responsibility for their offence, however 'responsible' 
they were for their actions. This, coupled with their 
agitation following their arrest, and what they have read 
or heard about "causes" of shoplifting in mass media will 
lead them to associate their stealing with illness. In 
this way, Cressey's "kleptomaniacs" are born in the manager's 
office. Shoplifting and ill-health are quite possibly 
associated but this connection, undoubtedly over emphasised 
in much research, is probably exaggerated further consciously 
or unconsciously, by the offender himself. This is why it
is inadvisable to examine shoplifters' mental health at the 
present moment, just after they have committed the offence, 
in the hope of getting some indication of the prevalence of 
pre-crime illness. This applies if they are examined just 
after committing the offence, but even more so if the examina­
tion takes place after a court appearance. The circum­
stances of their apprehension and appearance in court, 
especially if it is for the first time, would no doubt have 
some temporary effect on some lifters' mental equilibrium.
It might even stimulate reactive depression. It is there-
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fore very important to examine shoplifters* pre-crime mental 
histories.
It may be thought that the validity of research 
devoted to shoplifters* mental health has been dwelt on in 
too much detail. But it must be remembered that the vast 
majority of research on the subject until the mid-1960*s 
was centred on precisely this aspect of the offence. It 
was necessary that the problems inherent in research of this 
kind should be delineated.
2. The amateur shoplifter - a theoretical approach
The discussion in this section is going to deal 
very largely with the adult amateur shoplifter. Professional 
and juvenile shoplifting is less relevant in this context 
as they can both be seen from the wider, well researched 
view point of professional crime and juvenile delinquency.
As Mary Cameron states, the amateur adult shop­
lifter is a peripheral offender. He, like the embezzler, 
is on the outskirts of crime. He has no group support to 
draw him into illegal activities. In England, as in America, 
the adult shoplifter is nearly always caught alone. Those 
who are not, tend to be from what they steal and their
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previous record, professional or semi-professional criminals.
Another point in agreement with Mary Cameron is 
that the amateur shoplifter knows little of the law. This 
was determined by observation and conversations with store 
detectives. Professional lifters are not only well aware 
of the law as connected with shoplifting, but also how 
stores interpret it. A case in point is that of the pro­
fessional already mentioned who was seen hurrying down the 
stairs of a department store carrying an armful of coats.
He knew that as long as he got rid of them inside the store, 
he was safe, though in fact security staff are not required 
by law to wait until the suspect has left the premises. 
Conversely the amateur is confused and does not understand 
the application of the law. A typical case is that of 
the amateur who pleads guilty and adds "But I didn't mean 
to do it."
It has already been stated that the deterministic 
Positivist view of criminology with its stress on character­
istics of the offender has been well explored from the 
physiological, psychological and sociological perspectives. 
Recently there has been a certain revulsion of feeling among 
criminologists leading David Matza, for example, to take a 
neo-classical position. Other criminologists, notably
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Lemert, have examined the interaction between the criminal 
and society which influences the further course of deviation. 
However, certain trends in the data on shoplifters themselves, 
have firmly encouraged a pretty strongly deterministic position 
Points have been thrown up which have induced an examination 
of not so much why people shoplift, but what influences seem 
to work to encourage the habitual offender. Amateur shop­
lifting a habitual offence, even if the lifter stops 
after he has been caught for the first time. Detectives 
say that it is worth looking out for someone they thought 
lifted, because they will catch him the next time he enters 
the shop and proceeds to steal. The high rate of first 
offences in the official conviction rate does not demonstrate 
that the shoplifter has only lapsed once. Rather, it shows 
how easy the offence is to get away with - for a time.
At some point we must assume that there occurs 
a precipitating factor which will influence someone actually 
to shoplift. Perhaps the potential thief sees someone 
else stealing, and this reminds him of when he used to 
shoplift as a child with his friends. Perhaps some monetary 
crisis such as unemployment or retirement occurs and the 
person undergoing the experience consciously decides to 
recoup part of his losses. Possibly a woman steals to get
attention from her husband. There may have been some
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emotional catastrophe in her life; she may be depressed.
The influence of the stores, their retailing 
methods and modern advertising pressures has been frequently 
discussed. Something which has apparently not been con­
sidered is that the development of self-service has almost 
undoubtedly influenced the "novice" shoplifter in a special 
way. With many crimes there is a definite psychological 
moment of committal. Throwing a brick through a window. 
Customs evasion, physical assault, car stealing, handbag 
snatching, are all offences where there is a definite moment 
when the offence is actually happening, and the offender 
has usually to nerve himself for the actual commitment. 
Self-service shoplifting is rather different. The potential 
lifter may secrete certain items in pockets or shopping bags 
but he knows there is always time to change his mind and pay 
for the things if he gets scared - or conscience stricken - 
at the check-out. However, when it comes to the point, 
the humiliation of producing something from its place of 
concealment is quite possibly a strong deterrent from 
reverting to honesty. Shoplifting in self-service stores 
is peculiar in that there is no particular time at which 
one can say that the offence is being committed now unless 
it is when the subject is passing through the check-out.
And then it is really too late for a "respectable" person 
to retract.
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Store detectives themselves say that an individual 
theft can be a gradual process in many cases. A small 
object is taken from the shelf, perhaps put in the wire 
basket and then taken out again and held in the hand. The 
hand gradually closes more firmly over it until it can 
hardly be seen. Then, at a suitable moment, the item may 
be swiftly put in a pocket or shopping bag. No decision 
like "I will take that bar of chocolate now" must be made. 
Self-service shoplifting is therefore an offence into which 
it is very easy to slip or drift^ in the first instance, 
while rationalising at the time - until it is too late - 
that one has not actually stolen yet.
Shoplifting becomes a habit in many cases - 
once you start you tend to continue. One suspects that it 
is considered a bonus at the start, like "free" gifts from 
stamps, but is continued almost as a right. The housewife 
who spends pounds a week at her local self-service store may 
feel entitled to her few shillings worth of thefts. She 
may feel that the situation has certain parallels to a 
reduction in price for bulk buying, or for the long-standing 
customer. The Old Age Pensioner or the unemployed person 
may feel he has a right to keep his standard of living up 
to employment level.
1 The word "drift" is used for want of a better. It bears no 
relation to the peculiar sense in the David Matza used it. 
(See Delinquency and Drift (1964) New York, Wiley.)
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Once someone has started to shoplift it is very- 
easy to continue. Shoplifting is a very simple offence in 
itself, requiring little thought, and the data indicated 
that little decision making is necessary. Consequently, 
the habit of shoplifting can be slipped into every easily if 
circumstances are right. The material discussed in Chap­
ters 4 and 5 indicated those circumstances most obviously 
productive of amateur shoplifting especially in self-service 
stores. Comparative poverty and opportunity - obvious as 
they seem - appear to play such an important part in relation 
to the offence, that a Positivistic orientation is appropriate 
to its discussion.
Opportunity. From details obtained about age, 
sex and occupation, it appears that those people who are 
likely to have considerable time to spend in shops will 
steal. Adult amateur shoplifters - especially those caught 
in self-service stores - are housewives, pensioners, people 
in part-time jobs or work involving time off during the day. 
Opportunity is reflected even in the length of time that 
people spend in shops* Women with young children to look 
after have a long shopping list. This entails an extended 
visit to their local self-service store. Consequently, 
one finds that their list of stolen articles is comparatively 
long. In food stores, women between 20 and 40 seem to
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steal the highest number of articles, and the peak occurs 
between 25 and 35.
Another possible factor associated with oppor­
tunity is the age range of adult women shoplifters in self- 
service food stores. Female shoplifting seems to increase 
very definitely between the ages of 20 and about 60. It 
has already been noted that this increase, if associated 
with the menopause would be expected to show up at least as 
much in the department store figures, but in fact, this is 
not so. A possible factor contributing to this highly 
marked increase in self-service female lifting is an accumu­
lative effect as associated with opportunity. The longer 
you have been shopping regularly, the more likely you are 
to shoplift. The self-service food store is, of course, 
a comparatively new phenomenon. If an accumulative effect 
builds up in the way described, one would think that this 
would be yet more pronounced in the future.
Comparative poverty would seem to be an important 
factor in shoplifting. Lifters seem to come from compara­
tively low occupational groups, and, in the case, of men, 
are quite frequently unemployed. Even those occupations 
which have comparatively high status but are badly paid, 
are well represented.^ There is a sudden increase in food
1 The best example of this is the high number of nurses who 
were caught.
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shoplifting among 65 year old men. This must be related to 
their drop in income.
Indications of comparative poverty lie in what 
lifters take and for whom the property is intended.
Cameron has said that lifters steal smallish luxuries just 
for themselves. It is as if they can well afford to buy 
necessities for the family, their thefts are 'presents' for 
themselves. Data from the present survey gave little 
indication of this tendency. Lifters steal what they might 
be expected to buy for themselves and their family. True, 
the goods are entering the minor luxury class - butter instead 
of margarine, etc. - but the whole family tends to gain.
In department stores and supermarkets children's clothes 
are taken by mothers in their 20's and 30's. In general it 
appears that lifters are not interested in little extras 
for themselves, rather they are interested in a standard 
of living which includes enough for their families in what 
they consider to be good food - butter, tinned salmon, meat - 
and a variety of clothes.
Two points must be remembered when discussing 
shoplifters' apparent comparative poverty. First of all, 
it has been said before that the self-service store and 
supermarket are the most popular centres of shoplifting
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and they tend to be situated in lower class areas. It 
might be argued that poverty is unimportant, and the oppor­
tunity to shoplift provided by the predominance of self- 
service in working class areas is the major influence.
Added to this,is the store detectives' tendency to notice 
scruffy, poorly dressed people. Yet poverty - not so much 
social class, but poverty - must be considered as an influence 
One has only to consider the sudden upsurge in shoplifting 
among new pensioners. It is reasonable to suppose that a 
proportion of them did not shoplift until their incomes 
were suddenly reduced. The probability is that they did 
not suddenly move to poorer districts with local super­
markets on retirement, but started lifting after their 
incomes were drastically cut.
It appears that the association between shop­
lifting and comparative poverty supports those theories of 
criminality based on the social and economic structure of 
society. According to Merton, deviance occurs through a 
social structure which restricts opportunity for certain 
sections of the population. But two difficulties at 
once present themselves when relating shoplifting to Merton®s 
exposition - even if one were generally to accept Merton°s 
view of deviance. First: can shoplifting justifiably be
called deviance? Secondly (and connected with the first
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point) - Merton's explanation requires the actors to be 
aware of their situation. They must realise, at least in 
part, that they are restricted in opportunity. Shoplifting 
would therefore be committed in part as a result of the 
feelings of anger, and frustration, etc.
Taking the former point first, one can define 
deviance as "any violation of rules and deviants are per­
sons who violate r u l e s . I n  this sense, shoplifting is 
certainly a form of deviance. However, the present day
2
trend is to regard deviance as subjectively problematic. 
Rubington and Weinberg say that in this case, it is the 
actor's definitions of the situation that becomes the pro­
blem. They say that the individual who embezzles money 
from his firm may intend to pay it back and thus not con­
sider himself a thief. Mary Cameron has claimed that the
amateur shoplifter does not define himself as a thief.
Other peoples* definitions are surely important, as well.
Is shoplifting regarded as deviance by society? Here, 
some kind of quantitative aspect is relevant. %ether an 
act is considered as deviant must depend in part on how 
many people, or what proportion of society commit it.
Other factors must be considered. If theft is placed on 
a continuum from organised crime involving offences worth 
thousands of pounds, to the purloining of a biro from one*s
1 Rubington & Weinberg p.2
2 ibid. p.3
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office, there must be a point where the offence stops being 
deviant in the eyes of the actor or outsiders. This point 
is related to a factor other than the value of the theft 
and how many people commit it. The role of the victim is 
of importance as well. One might set out to steal a biro 
from one's office, but not from a friend.
One wonders which side of the point at which an 
offence is considered deviant, is shoplifting. The issue 
is confused to a certain extent. As shoplifting has been 
connected so strongly with illness, especially mental ill­
ness, the offence is over laid with deviant connotations 
from another source. Not only is it a crime, but one 
which is committed by people who are not quite 'right'.
It must be concluded that although shoplifting may be 
objectively deviant as it involves breaking a traditional 
rule of society, a subjective consideration of the offence 
suggests difficulties. But at present, at any rate, an 
approach which regards amateur shoplifting as deviant in 
the objective sense does at least avoid certain difficulties 
The 'subjectively problematic' approach is more appropriate 
to the professional criminal. Any definition of specific 
criminal behaviour as deviance is liable to be brought into 
question where the offence is "normal" behaviour according 
to the criminal and his peer group. For the respectable
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amateur shoplifter, the offence is deviant in the sense that 
his peer group does not support it and it is uncharacteristic 
behaviour. When one considers these points, the offence 
of amateur shoplifting is less problematic when considered 
as deviant behaviour. However, it would appear that the 
objective definition of shoplifting as deviance will become 
less relevant in the future. This is because shoplifting 
is increasing so greatly quantitatively. The more people 
who shoplift, the less likely the offence will be considered 
as deviant, by both the lifters themselves and those who do 
not shoplift.
The second problem associated with Merton*s 
theory of deviance is the necessity of awareness on the 
part of the actor. (Obviously, this is connected with 
the first point - a shoplifter must be aware that he is a 
deviant to consider himself one.) The shoplifter must be 
aware that he is frustrated in his attempts to gain the 
coveted goals of money, prestige and influence, etc., 
because of his social and economic disadvantage. It is 
highly probable that a very large proportion of the com­
paratively poor are aware at least in part of the disadvan­
tages they encounter in trying to attain socially desirable 
goals. However, shoplifting is one of the most negative 
forms of theft, and necessitates probably the least awareness
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of what one is doing. This is not to say that shoplifters 
do not know what they are doing; the offence involves positive 
action. The thief must take the property, and conceal it.
But the offence involves very little decision making.
Merton*s theory of deviance would seem to be appropriate 
for a more positive act than the amateur adult shoplifter.
One must infer that while theory based on frustrated goal 
desires is the most relevant to amateur shoplifting, the 
connection is tenuous. We have already seen that the 
freedom to spend considerable time to wander around the 
store is of importance. It will further be seen that 
several other factors indicate that shoplifting is a less 
positive offence than might be expected of a crime associated 
with social and economic frustrations.
(1) The offence requires virtually no preparation. 
Amateur shoplifters seem hardly ever to have any aids to 
theft upon them in either self-service stores (where they 
would hardly be needed) or department stores. Mary Cameron 
stressed that shoplifting is planned beforehand and people 
enter stores with implements such as razors for cutting 
off price tags, etc. However, no one that I saw being 
caught had any aids on them to facilitate shoplifting.
(At least they had not used anything while the offence was 
taking place.) Detectives can sometimes remember the odd
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thief who used some contrivance but they stressed that this 
is extremely rare in amateur lifters, and even more so for 
the self-service offenders. Thus shoplifting is very easy, 
and no advance decision has to be made about how to shoplift.
(2) Shoplifters steal when they come out to buy.
The adult amateur does not make a special stealing expedition. 
The rise in thefts on *double stamps* day in a self-service 
store has already been noted. As to the time of day when 
most stealing occurs - it happens when the store is most 
popular among customers - late morning in self-service 
stores, mid-afternoon for department stores. When one con­
siders the most popular days of the week for shoplifting - 
Friday and Saturday - it is evident that lifters steal when 
they come to buy, with a new pay packet, like legitimate 
customers. There is no real evidence that over compensation 
is indulged in by lifters - that they purposely steal when 
shops are full. Consequently, it appears that shoplifters 
steal when they are out shopping, and so no decision has to 
be made about when and where to steal.
(3) The adult amateur shoplifter works alone and it 
is unlikely that in most cases, his family and friends know 
about his activity. This means that he has no one to talk 
to about it. Therefore, any rationalisations he may have
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employed - the store can afford it; I pay too much for the 
goods anyway; they are inviting you to take the things, 
etc., - are unopposed. Mary Cameron has said that shop­
lifters have no in-group support and so do not consider 
themselves as thieves. Hence their shock on discovery when 
they are forced to think of themselves in this light.^
Added to this is the possibility that they do not consider 
themselves as thieves partly because they do not think much 
about the offence at all once they have begun the habit of 
lifting. A point which must be considered is that the 
offence takes up very little actual time. Even if the 
shoplifter steals regularly, once or twice a week, he is 
still not shoplifting for nearly 100% of his time.
It would seem that, in general, amateur shop­
lifters are pretty successful in their control of their, 
to some extent, double life. This is particularly notice­
able when one compares them with another group of deviants
who are in somewhat the same position - Lemert *s cheque 
2
forgers. These offenders are similar to amateur shop­
lifters in a number of ways. For example, they are not 
usually part of a criminal group, they work alone and the 
offence is of low visibility and very simple to commit.
1 In fact, some never seem to face up to seeing themselves as 
thieves, as is shown by the frequency with which people plead 
guilty and add that they did not mean to do it.
2 Lemert (1967) Chaps. 7, 8 & 9. pp.99-134
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But the cheque forgers seem to adapt less readily to the 
ambiguities of their lives. According to Lemert, both 
naive and systematic^ cheque forgers very often get to a 
stage where they actually wish to be caught - the strain 
becomes too much for them. It would seem that amateur 
shoplifters can more easily retain à definition of them­
selves which is reasonably satisfying and so enables them 
to continue shoplifting. The nature of the offence no 
doubt contributes to this ability: shoplifting is so wide­
spread and involves offences of such small value. But the 
cheque forger is under more strain. The more cheques he 
passes, the further intensified are the police's efforts 
to apprehend him. He must move on frequently and must 
isolate himself from social contacts to avoid recognition. 
Inevitably, tension builds up and he is almost relieved to 
be caught, not because he feels guilty particularly but 
because the strain of the life with its isolation and the 
forger*s consequent lack of identity becomes unbearable.
The amateur shoplifter who steals alone is only isolated 
in regard to his offence. There is no need for the lonely 
life of the cheque forger - shoplifting can be just one 
discreet part of an otherwise 'respectable* life. A more 
detailed comparison of cheque forgers and amateur shoplifters, 
from the point of view of self definition, motivation and 
rationalisation could be revealing.
1 The two categories have a certain rough equivalence to 
amateur and professional shoplifters.
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Sutherland states that individuals learn to 
engage in criminal behaviour in interaction with other 
persons. This learning includes both the techniques of 
committing crime and the motives, drives and rationalisations 
connected with criminal activity. The direction of motives 
and drives is learned from definitions of the legal code 
as favourable or unfavourable. In fact, one's social group 
may define legal codes as to be observed or not. To Suther­
land, the aetiology of crime is an essentially social process
"When persons become criminal, they do 
so because of contacts with criminal patterns 
and also because of isolation from anti­
criminal patterns."!
How is it, then, that the amateur shoplifter 
steals? It would seem that amateur lifters have no more 
contact with criminal patterns than other people who do not 
"become criminal". But, paradoxically, if one considers 
another perspective, perhaps Sutherland's theory is not 
completely inappropriate to the phenomenon of amateur 
shoplifting.
We have seen that people generally become pro­
fessional criminals through contact with a social group 
that commits crimes. In this context, verbal communication 
must be important for the formation of motives and drives.
1 Sutherland (I960) p.78
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Non-offenders are usually part of a social group which does 
not commit crimes. To a certain extent, the non-committal 
of most crimes is taken for granted in 'respectable* circles 
Obviously, not breaking the law usually requires less 
definite action than law violation,^ and less has to be 
said about it. But the amateur shoplifter stands between 
the categories of professional law violator and the law 
abider. Although certain factors influence him to shop­
lift, he has no criminal associates who can support him in 
his behaviour. We must assume that it is unlikely that 
shoplifting features prominently as a topic of conversation 
in 'respectable* households. Consequently, for the amateur 
lifter, it is not the presence of a criminal reference 
group that is important, but the absence of a reference 
group which verbally (and frequently) defines shoplifting as 
undesirable behaviour. Once they have started shoplifting, 
lifters are enabled to continue because they encounter no 
group opposition. Just as, on the positive side, group 
support is important to the professional criminal, on the 
negative side a lack of group opposition is important to 
the shoplifter. He does not shoplift in the first place 
because of lack of opposition onlyo Anyone could be an
amateur shoplifter from that point of view. But, for 
whatever other reasons he shoplifts, the absence of group
1 at least in respect to property offences.
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opposition coupled with the generally mild public attitude 
towards the offence, is undoubtedly a contributing factor.
Shoplifting is a habit which, when external 
circumstances are right, is very easy to slip into and 
difficult to break without the inducement of an arrest.
The lifter probably gets to depend on the rise in standard 
of living provided by the few shillings or a £1 a week he 
saves. Having no one to talk to about it, he is free to 
rationalise the offence in whatever way suits him, or even 
to stop thinking about it at all when he is not actually 
stealing.
3. Possible future trends
(1) Self-service food stores are still proliferating 
and the supermarket is beaming more popular. Other types 
of store are changing over to self-selection methods, in­
cluding many branches of Woolworth's and W.H. Smith. This 
means that shoplifting is bound to go on increasing unless 
radical measures are employed to check it. The most 
effective measures such as restricted display and more use 
of sales assistants run counter to the whole ethos of self­
selection. Methods for detecting shoplifters are being
1 especially in self-service food stores which are visited 
regularly.
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increasingly used and are becoming more sophisticated, but 
of course, they deal with the crime once it has been committed 
Various gadgets have been invented to be attached to articles 
which w#rn if someone is trying to make off with them.
But these gadgets are expensive and are only worth using on 
expensive merchandise. Also, it is possible that legitimate 
customers may be deterred by the use of the less sophisti­
cated devices such as warning bells. When one adds to all 
this today's trend towards more lenient sentencing policy, 
there seems to be no way in which the upward spiral in shop­
lifting will be reversed in the near future.
(2) The department store is fighting a losing battle 
in competition with other retail institutions. Some stores 
are closing down while the larger supermarkets and multiple 
stores are stocking a wider and wider variety of goods.
The latter two types of store employ self-service methods 
and tend to be in lower class districts, or provide cheap 
goods which are attractive to the less well off. This 
means that the predominance of working class people among 
apprehended shoplifters is likely to continue into the near 
future and perhaps increase.
(3) There appears to be less social stigma attached 
to shoplifting than formerly. One has only impressions
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gained from mass media and the store detective's word for it, 
but it seems that generally people do not care so much about 
being caught any more, even with the prospect of being pro­
secuted. One wonders if amateur shoplifting is getting to 
be a more sociable event than it used to be. As it is 
increasing so much, perhaps people who are caught can say 
to themselves - Well, Mrs. X down the road has been caught 
as well. Perhaps, in the future, Mrs. X and Mrs. Y will 
go shoplifting together. It is possible that the advent 
of the self-service store and the consequent increasing 
'working classness' of shoplifters is connected with the 
lessening of the trauma at being caught. It may be arguably 
be said that respect of property is very much a middle class 
virtue. With the proportion of shoplifters becoming more 
working class it is perhaps understandable that less concern 
is being shown on apprehension. This would have important 
repercussions if one considers Mary Cameron's theory. The 
lower middle class shoplifter typically caught in the depart­
ment store she investigated showed concern at his arrest and 
rejected the role of thief by giving up shoplifting. The 
typically working class shoplifter of the present day self- 
service store is perhaps part of a culture which is less 
rigidly particular about property rights. He is more likely 
to know people who have had brushes with the law. Arrest,
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prosecution and being labelled a thief may consequently be 
a less traumatic experience and so he is less likely to stop 
shoplifting altogether. If this is so, the recidivist 
rates for shoplifting may soon start to climb, though it 
has been stated before that the official rates may be mis­
leading.
(4) One other point to remember is the apparent 
increase in male shoplifting. Possibly men are taking 
their share of the family shopping nowadays as their wives 
are tending to work full time. But, oddly enough, the 
increase seems to be in department stores as well as self- 
service food stores. Possibly the increase in male depart­
ment store shoplifting is a sign of increased professionalism. 
Whatever the reason is, if the increase continues, it is 
possible that male store detectives will have to be used 
more widely in the future. A woman store detective stands 
little chance of a 'catch* if a male shoplifter decides to 
make a run for it and men are more likely to attempt a get­
away than women. In fact, shoplifting should not be con­
sidered as so typically a female crime. About a third of 
apprehended shoplifters are men and it is certain that the 
'dark* figure of unapprehended shoplifters includes a still 
higher proportion of men. On the whole, men steal fewer 
items than women. The fewer objects you steal, the less
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likely you are to be noticed stealing. Men very often only 
steal one item, and even if the detective sees this happen, 
she will be reluctant to arrest the suspect unless he con­
tinues to shoplift. Shoplifting may once have been a 
typically female crime but it is becoming less so. Whether 
this trend is due to a more general sharing of household 
chores - including shopping - by husband and wife^ or to 
an increased professionalism or some other factor, is not 
known at the moment, but it is certain that the balance of 
the sexes is changing.
1 Store detectives said that the proportion of the sexes in 
shoplifting seemed about the same as for customers. No 
detective said that men were shopping more nowadays.
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APPENDIX
I. Age and sex of shoplifters
The total number of shoplifters classified 
into groups for age and sex came to 6373. This excluded 
about 160 (2.5% of the 6373) whose age and/or sex were not 
recorded by the store detective. Chapters 4 and 5 contain 
many graphs and tables controlled for age and sex of shop­
lifters. In most of them, the data for 1967 and 1968 are 
added together, as the proportions for age and sex in both 
years are so similar. However, the data for the two years 
was obtained differently. The 1967 material was drawn from 
the entire population of shoplifters, while that of 1968 was 
taken from a 1 in 5 sample. Because of this it was felt 
that a table percentaging the men and women by age group 
would show how similar the data was for the two years;-
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Table (A)
Comparison of shoplifters by age and sex for 1967 and 1968
MALE FEMALE
1967 1968 1967 1968
f % % f AGE f % % f
89 7.6 8.5 47 3-9 40 1.2 1.3 16
298 25.5 29.9 165 10-14 415 12.1 14.0 174
84 7.2 7.6 42 15-19 138 4.0 4.4 54
33 2.8 4.4 24 20-24 131 3.8 4.5 56
41 3.5 2.7 15 25-29 173 5.1 6.3 78
46 3.9 3.1 17 30-34 200 5.9 5.0 62
53 4.5 4.5 25 35-39 217 6.3 6.4 79
58 5.0 4.9 27 40-44 252 7.4 7.6 94
84 7.2 5.1 28 45-49 306 9.0 6.7 83
62 5.3 5.5 30 50-54 323 9.5 7.5 93
67 5.7 4.7 26 55-59 321 9.4 9.0 112
70 6.0 4.5 25 60-64 319 9.4 9.7 120
73 6.2 6.4 35 65-69 242 7.1 8.5 105
60 5.1 4.2 23 70-74 184 5.4 5.0 62
35 3.0 2.4 13 75-79 107 3.1 2.4 30
17 1.5 1.6 9 80 45 1.3 1.7 21
1170 100.0 100.0 551
plus
3413 100.0 100.0 1239
Perhaps the major difference between the two 
years is that the second year shoplifters were concentrated 
more predominantly into younger age groups. Nearly all 
detectives said that the increase in shoplifting is worst 
among children, but such a heavy increase between just two 
consecutive years is really rather remarkable. Another 
point to notice in Table (A) is that the very marked increase 
in male shoplifting between 45-49 in 1967, is less pronounced 
in 1968. In the later year, the peak actually occurs in 
the following age group. However, the same trend is shown - 
that of an increase in the number of middle aged men being 
caught.
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The total number of female shoplifters analysed 
in this survey covering 1967 and 1968 for whom age and sex 
were known, came to 4652. For men, the number was 1721. 
Fig. (a ) shows the frequency of offenders in relation to 
age and sex. One of the most noticeable points about 
the diagram is that although the trends are clear almost 
at once, they are very unevenly followed. There are often 
wide variations in frequency between one year and the 
next. It is apparent that store detectives sometimes 
estimated shoplifters' ages - they occasionally write 
"around 40" or "about 35" in their notes. For example, 
there are apparently a very large number of fifty year old 
women shoplifters but a sudden dearth of fifty-one year 
olds. It is possible that the suspects themselves some­
times gave an approximation when asked their age, as some 
ages are given in very round numbers, especially for the 
women. If so, one wonders whether they tended to "round" 
them down. The graphs in Chapters 4 and 5 which include 
age and sex of offenders, have put shoplifters into five 
yearly age groups, as giving a more easily understandable 
picture.
Table (B) following, provides the material from 
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Male and Female Shoplifters, by age, a; 





Population Shoplifters Shoplifters Population
f % f % AGE f % f %
218702 8.1 3 0.1 0-4 2 0.1 230347 9.1
195537 7.3 53 1.1 5-9 134 7.8 206324 8.1
179011 6.6 589 12.7 10-14 463 27.0 187445 7.4
201721 7.5 192 4.1 15-19 126 7.3 208384 8.2
173349 6.4 187 4.0 20-24 57 3.3 173494 6.8
155939 5.8 251 5.4 25-29 56 3.2 159347 6.3
154168 5.7 262 5.6 30-34 63 3.7 156141 6.2
163564 6.1 296 6.4 35-39 78 4.5 163329 6.5
177806 6.6 346 7.4 40-44 85 5.0 173614 6.9
168055 6.2 389 8.4 45-49 112 6.5 160013 6.3
177016 6,6 416 9.0 50-54 92 5.3 167578 6,6
174926 6.5 433 9.3 55-59 93 5.4 161875 6.4
159920 5.9 439 9.4 60-64 95 5.5 138919 5.5
137623 5.1 347 7.4 65-69 108 6.3 100394 4.0
108210 4.0 246 5.3 70-74 83 4.8 68070 2.7
78751 2.9 137 2.9 75-79 48 2.8 43312 1.7
47103 1.7 54 1.2 80-84 22 1.5 22613 0.9
27038 1.0 12 0.3 85 plus 4 0.2 10734 0.4
2688439 100.0 4652 100.0 1721 100.0 2531933 100.(
Table (C) below, provides the material from 
which Figures 4-7 (Chapter 4) were calculated.
Table (C)
Male and Female Shoplifting^ in Self-service and Department Stores
FEMALE MALE
Department Self- Service Department Self- service
f % f % AGE f % f %
0 0.0 2 0.1 0-4 0 0.0 2 0.2
8 1.1 36 1.1 5-9 34 9.6 82 7.5
138 19.7 317 9.4 10-14 136 38.3 240 22.0
62 8.9 112 3.3 15-19 41 11.6 66 6.1
34 4.9 129 3.8 20-24 9 2.6 31 2.8
28 4.0 201 5.9 25-29 14 3.9 35 3.2
39 5.6 205 6.0 30-34 15 4.2 37 3.4
47 6.7 230 6.8 35-39 10 2.8 55 5.0
36 5.1 273 8.1 40-44 10 2.8 64 5.9
48 6.9 306 9.0 45-49 26 7.3 70 6.4
54 7.7 327 9.6 50-54 14 3.9 63 5.8
56 8.0 338 10.0 55-59 12 3.4 71 6.5
56 8.0 319 9.4 60-64 11 3.0 71 6.5
40 5.7 264 7.8 65-69 7 2.0 86 7.9
23 3.3 186 5.5 70-74 8 2.3 65 5.9
21 3.0 100 2.9 75-79 5 1.4 36 3.3
10 1.4 45 1.3 80 plus 3 0.9 17 1.6
700 100.0 3390 100.0 355 100.0 1091 100.0
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1 Tables (B) and (C) include shoplifters apprehended in 
1967 and 1968
2 According to 1966 Census for Great Britain. See 
Summary Tables p.8
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2. Occupation of shoplifters
According to the survey data, in 1967 and 1968,
508 positions were listed for male shoplifters aged between 
15 and 64:-
386 (classified according to the Registrar 
Générales list)
92 unemployed 




The total number of male shoplifters between 15 and 64 was 
857. The employment position was therefore stated for 
59.3% of men. In 1967, occupational position was recorded 
for 62.4% of men, but the following year the percentage 
dropped to 51.7%. In spite of the change the occupational 
classification remained remarkably similar, even to the 
extent of the same occupations being represented to the 
same extent. One hopes that this similarity represents a 
reasonable randomness in those occupations which are recorded, 
though this does not necessarily follow. Biassing influences 
might still be at work to proportionately the same extent.
During the two years studied, 1211 positions 
were recorded for women aged between 15 and 60:-
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675 hous ewive s






The total number of female shoplifters aged between 15 and 
60 was 2772. The employment position was therefore stated 
for 43.7% of women. This is a considerably lower percentage 
than for men. Occupation was probably not recorded many 
times for women because it seemed so obvious - for example, 
the detective might not bother to ask a woman with several 
children what her occupation was. Perhaps they also con­
sidered it less important than for the men.
As with the men, the proportion of women whose 
occupations were stated dropped between 1967 and 1968, while 
those in paid work covered a very similar range of occupa­
tions, and in the same proportion. For example, out of 
378 classified occupations in 1967, 77 or 20o4% were that 
of cleaner or domestic worker. In 1968, 21 out of 108 
were cleaners, or 19.5%.
The following two tables relate to the narrative 
on socio-economic status in Chapter 4:
Table (D)
Male shoplifters® socio-economic status as compared with 






(2) Employers & managers 1.3
0.8 (3) Professional (self-employed) 0.7
3.0 (4) Professional (employees) 1.0
3.9 (5) Intermediate non-manual 0.7
12.6 (6) Junior non-manual 11.7
0.9 (7) Personal service 1.0
3.3 (8) Foremen & supervisors 1.5
31.6 (9) Skilled manual 30.5
14.7 (10) Semi-skilled manual 18.8
8.3 (11) Unskilled manual 20.9
3.4 (12) Own account 2.8
1.0 (13) Farmers, managing 0.3
1.0 (14) Farmers, own account 0.3
2.3 (15) Agricultural workers 1.3





1464908 Total frequency 386
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Table (E)
Female shoplifters® socio-economic status as compared with 
that of the female population of England and Wales_____




(2) Employers & managers -
0.1 (3) Professional (self-employed) 0.2
0.7 (4) Professional (employees) 0.4
9.2 (5) Intermediate non-manual 7.0
36.8 (6) Junior non-manual 29.6
11.8 (7) Personal service 6.0
0.5 (8) Foremen and supervisors 0.8
8.4 (9) Skilled manual 5.1
16.1 (10) Semi-skilled manual 16.3
6.9 (11) Unskilled manual 30.3
2.5 (12) Own account 0.4
0.1 (13) Farmers, managing -
0.2 (14) Farmers, own account 1.2
0.7 (15) Agricultural workers 0.6
0.2 (16) Armed forces -
1.8 (17) Indefinite 3.1
100.0 100.0
704539 Total frequency 486
3. Most popular items taken
The following two tables, (F) and (G) relate to 
the discussion in Chapter 5. The most popular items stolen 
by shoplifters were elicited from the data for 1967. Only 
merchandise stolen in department or self-service food stores 
was listed, but this comprised the vast majority of all pro­
perty recorded in the agency®s reports. Superficially, there
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would seem to be little regularity or order either within 
or between Tables (F) and (G) as subject to the controls 





















Fruit & Veg. (28) 
Stockings (26) 
Underclothes (21) 
Toilet goods (20) 
Chocolates (19)
Meat (73)
Fruit & veg. (43) 
































Toilet goods (5) 





Cleaning materials (8) 
Underclothes (8)
Toilet goods (7)
Fruit & veg. (7)
Stockings (12) 
Butter (11)
Toilet goods (11) 
Medicines (11)











Toilet goods (71) 
Salmon (55)





Fruit & veg. (44) 










Toilet goods (12) 
Salmon (12)
Fruit & veg. (9) 
Butter (9)
Oxo ( 9)
Toilet goods ( 6) 
Butter (6)











"Toilet goods" include commodities for the bath, hair and teeth. 
"Stockings" include tights.
"Clothes" and "underclothes" are separate categories.
"Meat" includes tinned meat, frozen meat, sausages and
pies.
"Salmon" invariably denotes tinned salmon.
"Fruit & veg." are usually tinned, though not necessarily.
The figures in brackets indicate the number of objects stolen 
and not the number of shoplifters who stole them. For example, 
if one shoplifter stole two tins of meat, two is added to the 
total,not one.
For each age category the six favourite items are listed in 
order of preference. Occasionally it was necessary to 
estimate by the price, the number of, say, half pounds of 
butter, stolen by individual offenders.
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Table (G)
Most popular items taken by male shoplifters, in order 
____________________ of preference______________________





































Toilet goods (19) 
Meat (11)
Tools ( 9)
Electric goods (7) 
Cleaning
materials (7) 
Fruit & veg. (6)










children's clothes (5) 
Shirts, ties (5) 
Cleaning materials (5)
Ladies'
















Fruit & veg. (16) 
Ham, pork (13) 
Toilet goods (11) 
Tea (11)
Medicine (11)















Fruit & veg. (3) 
Bacon (3)
Department






















"Clothes" include underclothes, whereas "shirts, ties" and 
"socks" are in categories of their own.
Men stole on average fewer items than women, and as, coupled 
with this, there were fewer male shoplifters anyway, the 
Department Store category sometimes became meaning1essly 
small, with much doubling of the frequencies. Where this 
occurred, it was often inadvisable to try to place all six 
groups in order.
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4. Comparison of adult and juvenile shoplifting as shown 
in the official statistics
It was not possible simply to compare adults 
and juveniles found guilty of shoplifting during the time 
period shown in Figure (1) Chapter 7, This was because 
the official statistics were presented differently half 
way through the period in question. It was felt that 
the most consistent picture of official trends in shop­
lifting would be shown by analysing those suspects actually 
dealt with officially, irrespective of whether they were 
found guilty or not. Until 1963, the figures represent 
all persons dealt with Summarily. From 1964 onwards, 
the term used in the official statistics is "total number 
proceeded against".^ The courts involved throughout 
are juvenile or magistrate's courts. Table (H) below 
provides the data from which Figure (2), Chapter 7 was 
drawn up.
1 Criminal Statistics for England and Wales H.M.S.O. 1964-9
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Table (H)
All Persons dealt with Summarily for Larceny from Shops 
____________and Stalls in England and Wales^____________
Juveniles (under 17)
Male Female Year Male Female
3936 826 1951 2421 3915
4059 949 1952 2296 3921
3281 835 1953 2169 3924
3150 927 1954 2340 3906
3454 901 1955 2281 4126
4006 914 1956 2743 4199
4477 980 1957 3113 4533
5170 1475 1958 3631 5193
4690 1496 1959 3592 5368
5108 1951 1960 4108 6443
5765 2704 1961 4589 8414
5700 2997 1962 5798 10957
5449 2825 1963 6081 10828
5546 3541 1964 6641 11898
6083 4189 1965 7519 13706
5527 4025 1966 8113 13306
5411 3591 1967 9160 14695
5150 3602 1968 10300 15472
5171 3515 1969 12819 18676
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